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REST AND
REGOVERY

How sleep plays a critical role in athletic performance

By George G.A. Pujalte, MD.
FACSM, Jacksonville

hosc in sports oftcn have to
Tconsidcr the timec they spend
practicing whilc  balancing
all the other aspects of their lives.
Oftentimes, sleep goes by the wayside.

Competitive results and athletic
performance are highly reliant on
sleep. Sleep is just as important
as a correct diet and physical
conditioning, and winning may be
directly related to rest and sleep in
between practice and contests.

Usain Bolt, the fastest man in
the world, credits sleep as the most
important part of his exercise and
training regimen. “Sleep is extremely
important to me,” he has said. “I need
to rest and recover in order for the
training 1 do to be absorbed by my
body.” LeBron James said he sleeps
around 12 hours a night, whilc Rogcr
Federer tries to sleep 11 to 12 hours
a night.

Preparing the body to function
properly is the main purpose of sleep.
Within this function is the supposition
that the body uses sleep to recover
from the stresses received during the
previous waking period. These are
the theoretical reasons why living
creatures sleep, but these reasons are
not fully understood.

Daytime functioning 1s markedly
affected by an individual’s sleep
history. Mood and performance suffer
when a person’s sleep 1s restricted to
less than six hours per night for four
or more consecutive nights. Immune
function, appetite regulation and
glucose metabolism all suffer with
such sleep restriction.

Eight hours of sleep per night has
been touted as the quantity ncecssary
for individuals to avoid the occurrence
of ncurobehavioral deficits. Elite
athletes need to be studied further
with regards to their sleep habits. No
other population is subjected to such
high-intensity training that requires
such crucial recovery, yet makes the
correct quantity and quality sleep less
likely to occur.

Unresponsiveness to and
disengagement from the environment
are the two characteristics that define
the sleep state. However, there are
complex physiological processes that
oceur in sleep as well.

There arc non-rapid eye movement
(NREM) and rapid cve movement
(REM) stages that divide sleep. These
two stages can be differentiated with
the use of electroencephalography
(EEG) since brain activity is so
decidedly different between the two,

A progressive depth of sleep is
noted in NREM sleep. On the other
hand, REM sleep is characterized by
decreased muscle tension, or atonia.
Most notable during this stage is that
dreaming occurs, accompanied by
darting eye movements. As the brain
becomes active during REM sleep,
the body 1s cssentially paralyzed by
the decreased muscle tension.

Recovery in - athletes appears to
correlate with the amount of short-
wave sleep (SWS) they get. Growth
hormone release is  synchronized
with SWS, implying that it is during
this phase of sleep that the ability of
the body to repair itself is highest.
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Elite athletes can require
up to 12 hours of sleep
each night to properly
recover fram workouts

and competition. Z
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