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Sleep in the time of COVID-19

Sleep Disorders Lab, Kidd 6
EEG and EMG Departments, Connell 7

Epilepsy Monitoring Unit (EMU), Kidd 7 & 10

Sleep is Vital for

• Metabolism

• Growth

• Appetite 

• Hormones

• Cardiovascular

• Memory

• Performance

• Pain Mgmt.

• Well-being

• Motivation

• Mood

• Emotion

• Behaviour

• Self-regulation

• Empathy

The wonder of a sleeping brain’s house-cleaning

Hauglund NL, Pavan C, Nedergaard M. Cleaning the sleeping brain – the potential restorative function of 
the glymphatic system. Current Opinion in Physiology 2020; 15: 1-6

Objectives

1. Discuss the impact of pandemic 
lockdowns on sleep

2. What can we do to maintain 
healthy sleep patterns

The Spanish word cólera can refer to both the disease 
cholera, and also to extreme anger or rage. (It's related to the 
seldom-used English word choleric, which means wrathful.) 
The mashup of "love" and "anger“.

Sleep in the time of COVID Viral Lockdown
Dr. Moore 
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COVID-somnia
Coronasomnia

• Insomnia

• Hypersomnia

• Misuse of sleep 
medications

Pandemic, can’t sleep!

March 15, 2020 WHO declared COVID-19 a 
pandemic

Express Scripts USA Rx benefit plan provider

• Feb and March 2020: 21% increase anti-
insomnia (z’s), anti-anxiety (BZD),and 
antidepressant medications

• Feb 16-March 15: increase in anti-anxiety 
medication BZD use higher for women 
(40%) than men (23%)

2020: Percent change in prescriptions filled per week

After 2 weeks of confinement (n=1,004; females 595):
• Trouble sleeping: 74% vs. 49% in 2017

81% women vs. 66% men
• A lot of trouble sleeping: 31% women vs. 16% men
• Young (<35 years old) vs. older (79% vs. 72%) 
• Sleeping pills 16% took during the last 12 months

• 41% used since the lockdown started
Robillard R, et al. Profiles of sleep changes during the COVID‐19 pandemic: Demographic, behavioural and psychological factors

Journal of Sleep Research, Volume: 30, Issue: 1, First published: 17 November 2020, DOI: (10.1111/jsr.13231) 

More Canadians endorsed sleep difficulties 
during the pandemic

5,525 respondents 
(67% females, 16-95 yr)
Online 3 Apr - 24 June 2020
“before the outbreak” (in the last month before 
the outbreak) to “during the outbreak” (in the 
7 days prior to filling out the survey).

Any type of sleep difficulties increased 
from 36% (n = 1,988) before to 51% (n 
= 2,750) during the outbreak.

Changes in sleep behaviours 
during the pandemic 1. Reduced Time in Bed

2. Delayed Sleep

3. Extended Time in Bed

• Emergence of new sleep 
difficulties associated with 
chronic illness, female,  
employment, family 
responsibilities, earlier wake-
up times, higher stress levels, 
heavier alcohol use and 
television exposure

Robillard R, et al. Profiles of sleep changes during the COVID‐19 pandemic: 
Demographic, behavioural and psychological factors. J Sleep Res. 2020

Sleep timing and work

Cellini N. et al. Changes in sleep timing and subjective sleep quality during the COVID-19 lockdown in Italy and Belgium: age, gender 
and working status as modulating factors. Sleep Medicine 2021; 77: 112-119

n= 2,272
1,622 Italians (34 ± 14 yr 1,171 F)
650 Belgian (43 ± 17 yr, 509 F)

https://corporate-site-labs-prod.s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/2020-04/Express Scripts America's State of Mind Report April 2020 FINAL_1.pdf
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Later 
bedtimes 
and wake 
times

• Evening chronotypes 

• Younger (students)
(n=400, 93 admin 37±12 yr, 307 students 23±3 yr)

Marelli S, et al. Impact of COVID-19 
lockdown on sleep quality in university 
students and administration staff. J 
Neurol. 2021; 268:8–15

Increased use of Digital Media

1,511 (769 female)
India lockdown March-June, data May 1-7

Revenge 
bedtime 

procrastination

The need for control 
and freedom surpasses 

the need for sleep

Risk factors for sleep problems

Female
Unemployed
Financial difficulties
Media over-exposure
Sleeping pills

Leger D et al. Poor sleep associated with overuse of media during the COVID-19 lockdown. Sleep 2020 
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November 1, 2019 to July 5, 2020

44 papers
54,231 participants
13 countries

Healthcare Workers are not alone
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Prevalence of COVID-19 related sleep problems

People with COVID-19: 74.8% (95%CI, 28.7–95.6%) 

Healthcare workers: 36.0% (95% CI, 21.1–54.2%) 
General population: 32.3% (95% CI, 25.3–40.2%)

Later bedtime and wake time globally…

Yuksel D et al., Sleeping when the world locks down: 
Correlates of sleep health during the COVID-19 
pandemic across 59 countries, Sleep Health 2020

Online survey April 19 and May 3, 2020 
(6882 participants, 18-94 years, 59 countries)

Sleep Health when the world locked down

Better

• Older age

• Being partnered

• Higher country income classification

Worse

• Stricter quarantine level

• Loss of work or business

• Difficulty transitioning to working from home

• Food insecurity

• Financial insecurity

• Increase arguments or conflict with other 
adults in the home

• Depression, anxiety, stress

Yuksel D et al., Sleeping when the world locks down: Correlates of sleep health during the COVID-19 pandemic across 59 countries, Sleep Health 2020

COVID-19 lockdown: Sleep and 
circadian rhythm disturbances

• Delayed sleep-wake rhythms

• Lower sleep quality, more 
fragmentation

• More fatigue

• Altered experience of time

• Increased dreams and 
nightmares

• More impact for women, 
younger and evening 
chronotype

• Associated with social 
confinement, familial and 
work-related, and other 
psychosocial factors

Stressful life events: 
Lockdowns, uncertainty

• Predisposing personal 
vulnerability

• Changed customs, home 
and work practices

• Abrupt curtailment of 
social interactions

• Disruption to daily 
routines

Mandelkorn U, et al. Escalation of sleep 
disturbances amid the COVID-19 pandemic: a 
cross-sectional international study. J Clin Sleep 
Med. 2021;17(1):45–53.

The sleep 
gatekeeper:

Thalamus
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Contagious What is contagious without contact? 

(an honest opinion openly expressed…)

What is a YAWN?

Which 
famous 
Victorian 
woman said:

“Women suffer physically the accumulation 
of nervous energy which had nothing to do 
all day and makes them feel every night 
when they are going to bed as if they are 
going mad.”

Florence Nightingale (1820-1910) 

“The Lady with the Lamp” 
famous for her efforts to improve 
conditions for the wounded 
during the Crimean War. 

A British nurse, social reformer...

..and statistician best known as 
the founder of modern nursing.

Florence Nightingale (1820-
1910) “The Lady with the Lamp”

Feb 17, 2021 Anyone else experiencing really bad dreams (well, 
nightmares)? I feel like I need to write a book with these crazy, vivid dreams 
I’m having. At least there would be something good to come out of a shit 
nights sleep one night after the other #covidsomnia #sendhelp

Feb 21, 2021 Sigh...all night long again. I'll sleep just fine for a few 
days, then another all-nighter. Really weird. Anybody else get this? 
#insomnia #covidsomnia

Feb 8, 2021 It’s totally normal to get a head start on your 
Monday emails/to-do list at 1:30 in the morning, right? 
#covidsomnia #academiclife

Jan 4, 2021 Bed time for me... 9:57 pm since it takes my body/brain 4 
hours to actually relax and sleep... anyone experiencing small insomnia ? 
#covidsomnia #sotired

Dec 19, 2020 How do the scientists know the new strain of the virus is 70% more 
spreadable and that it isn’t that the #covididiots have become 70% more 
reckless? Genuine question as I sit awake in the middle of the night, worrying. 
#healthanxiety #covidsomnia

https://twitter.com/hashtag/covidsomnia?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/sendhelp?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/insomnia?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/covidsomnia?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/covidsomnia?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/academiclife?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/covidsomnia?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/sotired?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/covididiots?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/healthanxiety?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/covidsomnia?src=hashtag_click
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Claustrat B et al. Melatonin, from the hormone to the drug? Restorative Neurology and Neurosci 1998; 12:151–157

Why is light important?

Sunrise to Sunset

Sunrise Sunset
Want to reduce your COVID-19 risk? 

DOI: (10.1152/physrev.00010.2018) 

Sleep More!

Sleep boosts the 
immune system

Adjusted OR (0.88) and 95% CI for the association between sleeping 
hours at night and COVID-19 (n=2884, F 28%, age 48±10)

• 1-hour more sleep at night = 12% lower odds 
of COVID-19

• Severe sleep problems associated with 88% 
greater odds of COVID-19

• Daily burnout x2.6 increased odds of COVID-19, 
greater disease duration and severity

Increase sleep at night to reduce risk of COVID-19 

Kim H, et al. COVID-19 illness in relation to sleep and burnout. BMJ Nutrition, Prevention & Health 2021

High-risk healthcare workers 
568 COVID-19 cases, 2316 controls
17 July to 25 September 2020

Sometimes you need to break bad habits!

Avoid
• The couch

• Binge watching

• Doom scrolling…

Do
• Make your bed

• Take a walk 
before bedtime

• Leave digital 
devices out of 
the bedroom
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Helen’s tips for good sleep (CRA)
Comfortable environment - dark and quiet

Routine - light & dark (recharge revenue)

Allow - time to unwind

When you can’t sleep, everything matters.


