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SLEEP AND THE  
NIGHT SHIFT  

 
STAY HEALTHY 

WORKING THIRD SHIFT  

Getting Enough Sleep 

Working third shift can make it difficult to get the recommended 7-9 
hours of uninterrupted sleep our body needs. Our body naturally 
wants to remain awake during daylight hours, so try to avoid being in 
the sunlight after work and wear sunglasses to help block out the 
sun’s rays. 

Why is sleep so important? 

Getting a good night’s rest and feeling 
alert upon waking is essential for any shift 
worker, regardless of their specific 
profession. For many, adopting a 
consistent sleep schedule and creating a 
bedroom environment conducive to rest 
can have a huge impact. 

Sleep is an essential function that allows your body and mind to 
recharge, leaving you refreshed and alert when you wake up. Sleep 
allows the brain and body to slow down and engage in processes of 
recovery, promoting better physical and mental performance the 
next day and over the long-term. The amount and quality of sleep is 
important, as it helps with learning by committing new information 
to memory. 

 Tips for better rest 

• Establish a sleep routine, even on your days off. 
• “Wind down” before bed by turning down lights and just relaxing. 
• Avoid alcohol and caffeine 6 hours before sleeping. 
• Make your room as dark as possible. Use room-darkening shades. 
• Wear earplugs or use a sound machine to block out daytime 

noises. 
• Put your phone in “Do Not Disturb” to limit interruptions. 

How to Prepare 

Pre-shift: 

• Do something 
physical two hours 
before your night 
shift 

• Stay up late (3-6 am) the night before 
• Sleep most of the day before first 

night shift 
• Eat a big lunch then get a late 

afternoon nap 

Post-shift: 

• Eat breakfast after  
    your shift 
• Take a four-hour nap  

from 10am-2pm 
• Avoid bright lights to  

make it easier to fall asleep 
• Limit phone calls and visitors from 

family members 
 

 

Did you know? 

In industrialized nations, up to 20% of 
workers work either night or rotating 
shifts, according to an editorial published 
in the New England Journal of Medicine.  

TIP!: On days off, try to stay up until 

the middle of the night (3-4 a.m.), and 
sleep until noon or 1 p.m. That way, 
your body always has some hours of 
sleep that are the same.  
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       MAKE SHIFT WORK,  
WORK FOR YOU  

Shift work is demanding on your body and your time. That’s why healthy eating is important to feel 
your best, day and night. A good place to start is by packing your own meals to avoid fast food, 
convenience food and vending machines. Try bringing leftovers or preparing foods ahead of time so 
you can easily take them to work. 

Choose the right foods 

• Drink plenty of water. Limit soda and other sugary drinks. 

• Eat complex carbohydrates which release energy slowly 
over a long period of time. These are found in potatoes 
(baked or sweet), brown rice, whole-grain cereals or 
pasta, beans, vegetables and fruit. As a bonus, these 
foods contain many vitamins, minerals and antioxidants. 

• Protein digests slowly helping to keep blood sugar and 
energy levels stable. Protein-rich foods include eggs, 
meat, cheese, fish, beans and nuts. 

• Vegetables provide many important nutrients and the 
fiber in vegetables can help us to feel full. Crunch on raw 
vegetables rather than chips or other salty snacks. 

Planning for your social time 

• Work as a team! Coordinate and schedule routine tasks such as meal planning, grocery shopping, 
caring for the home, and carpooling. 

• Have a time where you regularly call your family (before bedtime or first thing in the morning). 

• Find activities you enjoy and schedule time to share them with family, friends or co-workers. 

• Write special notes for your spouse and children. 

• Spend time with your family sharing a meal and/or just talking. 

• Schedule regular exercise. 
 

If you work the night shift, you are already predisposed to 
sleeping fewer hours per week than if you worked during 
the day, so try to sleep as much as possible whenever you 
have the opportunity. This includes napping. 

 

Sources: CDC, Harvard Health  

Did you know? Once in the body, 

caffeine will persist for several hours: 
it takes about 6 hours for one half of 
the caffeine to be eliminated. This can 
make it hard to fall asleep after a 
night shift.  


