
When Sam antha Shaw took a new job as a research tech ni cian for a sleep-related study at Brigham and
Women’s Hos pital in 2021, she was excited to work on a cause that felt per sonal.

Since high school, she said, she had trouble fall ing and stay ing asleep, so she jumped at the chance to
work with experts in the field.
The US research ers were look ing into whether a med ic a tion could help with excess ive day time sleep i ness
in people who worked night shifts, often in trans port a tion or con struc tion, that star ted between 3am and
7am.
Shaw, 27, found the work enjoy able. She also became a shift worker her self — often clock ing in between
2am and 4am, head ing home in the early after noon and then slink ing into bed around 6pm. Des pite her
exhaus tion, she’d struggle to fall asleep, some times get ting fewer than four or five hours before it was
time to wake up. She began drink ing up to six cups of coff ee a day, developed fre quent colds and had little
time to make friends.
Insom nia, poor sleep qual ity and short sleep dur a tion are com mon among the 11 mil lion people in the
United States who work night shifts, accord ing to fed eral offi cials. And shift work ers often struggle to fol -
low healthy diets or main tain rela tion ships with fam ily and friends.
That can have ser i ous long-term con sequences for health, said Jeanne F. Duffy, a pro fessor of medi cine at
Har vard Med ical School who co-led the study at Brigham and Women’s Hos pital.
HOW SHIFT WORK AFFECTS YOU
Research sug gests that shift work ers have higher risks of devel op ing vari ous health con di tions such as
gastrointest inal dis orders, mood dis orders and car di ovas cu lar dis ease. They are also more likely to be
involved in car crashes and to develop infec tions such as colds, flus and stom ach vir uses.
“Our whole physiology is ori ented to being asleep at night and awake dur ing the day,” Duffy said. “So
when you try to stay awake at night to work, you’re fight ing this internal bio logy.”
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Shift work ers are also at higher risk for obesity and Type 2 dia betes, said Michelle Dre rup, dir ector of the
Beha vi oral Sleep Medi cine Pro gram at the Clev e land Clinic. That’s in part because it’s chal len ging to eat
health fully while work ing at night, she said.
When “lunch time” comes around at 12.30am, for example, what is avail able for a worker to eat? “Well,
it’s stuff in the vend ing machine if they haven’t pre pared food,” Dre rup said.
Night-shift hours have also been described as “unso cial” in the sci entific lit er at ure because they con flict
with the usual rhythms of soci ety. That can strain fam ily dynam ics and, as in Shaw’s exper i ence, put a
damper on social ising.
If a worker then tries “to keep up with social and health respons ib il it ies” at the cost of their own rest,
they’re left with “less time to recover from work”, said Imelda Wong, an occu pa tional hygien ist and epi -
demi olo gist who works for the Min istry of Health in Brit ish Columbia.
WHAT TO DO DURING AND AFTER WORK
Sleep experts make many of the same health recom mend a tions for shift work ers as they do for every one
else. Main tain ing a healthy diet is key for pre vent ing some of the chronic dis eases shift work ers are at risk
for. When work ing unusual hours, try to pre pare healthy foods that are easy to bring to work such as
veget ables, hum mus, fresh fruit and almonds, Dre rup said.
“Plan ning ahead is essen tial,” she added, such as doub ling recipes and freez ing indi vidual por tions on the
week end or your days off.
If your energy is flag ging dur ing a shift, even just a 15- to 20-minute power nap (if you can find a quiet
spot to take it) can help you feel more alert and refreshed, Duffy said.
To make fall ing asleep easier when you get home, be mind ful of how much caff eine you con sume
throughout your shift. Dre rup recom men ded lim it ing your self to no more than two cups of coff ee within
the first few hours of your shift, and to avoid drink ing any for the last four to five hours.
Once you’re home, dim the lights around your house. Bright lights cue your body to wake up, which can
make it harder to fall asleep, Wong said.
Then, get to sleep as quickly as pos sible, she said.
Black out cur tains, sleep masks and whitenoise machines can help cre ate a sleep-con du cive envir on ment,
Dre rup said.
If you have day time respons ib il it ies that you can’t sleep through, such as meet ing your kids at the school
bus, Dre rup said, try to sched ule naps before and after such inter rup tions.
A SHARED RESPONSIBILITY
Although there are many things you can do to make shift work a little less hard on your body, some of that
respons ib il ity falls on employ ers, too, Wong said.
They can help night-shift work ers by avoid ing schedul ing them for con sec ut ive nights, keep ing shifts to
eight hours or less and provid ing meal and rest breaks, accord ing to the National Insti tute for Occu pa -
tional Safety and Health.
As for Shaw, the more than two years of overnight work heightened her appre ci ation for how dis rupt ive
shift work can be. The study she was work ing on ended in April, and she said it took her about four months
to return to her nor mal sleep pat tern.
Asked if she would work those hours again, she was hes it ant. It would depend on the project, Shaw said,
“because it did take a toll on my phys ical health and my men tal health”.
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