
section
operational issues

3

SLEEP AND THE LACK OF IT PAGE 1 OF 2

In recent years a view
has unfortunately
emerged that the
ability to function
without sleep is an
indication of strength
of character and
indeed has, in some
instances, assumed a
macho status.

Role models of high achieving
people with an apparent need for
little sleep have been created.
Winston Churchill, Margaret
Thatcher and Madonna are
amongst the most well known of
those who have reputedly survived
on only a few hours sleep each
night. It should, however, be noted
that Winston Churchill at least,
took to his bed almost every
afternoon. Those who excel in
extreme circumstances, such as
single handed round the world
sailors, have not adapted to go
without sleep but rather to acquire
the ability to sleep in difficult and
uncomfortable conditions.

These people are exceptional
and bear little relation to the
majority of the population in the
need for rest and recuperation.
Almost everyone requires at least
eight hours sleep every night in
order to continue functioning well
both mentally and physically. 

Falling significantly below this
even for one night has serious
effects on performance and, if
continued, rapidly leads to both
mental and physical breakdown.
The value of sleep deprivation as
an adjunct to interrogating captives
has been recognised and used by
many regimes for several
decades.

Sleep has a very positive
function. It enables the

maintenance of bodily functions,
including the immune system, to
take place. The renewal of brain
synapses occurs and this is
essential for the consolidation of
memory.

The whole mammalian kingdom
runs on sleep and many animals
require more than man. Rats need
at least fourteen hours. Most
animals use polyphasic sleeping
ie. ‘cat-napping’ and human
babies run on this pattern and
change to our adult pattern in early
childhood.

Sleep has to fit into the circadian
rhythm (Figure 1). This rhythm runs
on a 24 hour clock (circa =
around: Diem = day) and applies

to all people with much less
individual variation than was once
believed. This clock is constantly
re-setting mainly with reference to
daylight hours. We all possess an
internal biological clock that runs
on this setting and, for the vast

majority of the population, the
variance is no greater than fifteen
minutes. The most significant
elements of the circadian rhythm
for this exercise are the lows. The
major one is in the early hours of
the morning and at this time body
temperature falls (this will be well
known to those who have been on
the hill at this time), hormone
production is low, appetite is
suppressed and alertness is poor.
This is the reason why night shift
workers are involved in far more
accidents and major industrial
catastrophes have occurred
during these hours. Chernobyl,
Bhopal and Three Mile Island for
example were errors made by

skilled personnel used to shift
work. No one beats the clock!

An attempt has been made to
raise a debate over the safety of
permitting motorway driving
between the hours of 2:00am and
5:00am.
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Figure 1: The Circadian Rhythm
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Sleep itself is not a simple
uniform state (Figure 2). It is
essential that we obtain the right
portions of each type. In particular,
failure to have the period when
dreaming takes place leads to
memory disturbance.

Once into deep sleep it takes at
least 20 minutes for a person to
recover full mental faculties.
Interestingly the same time it takes
for full visual adaptation to dark to
happen when moving from the
light. Ideally if people must be
woken from sleep it should be
done in the first 20 minutes, or not
for at least two hours.

It is essential that people woken
in the night are aware of this
limitation. Taking time for a cup of
coffee before making important
decisions is clearly sensible.

A research paper, published in
The British Medical Journal in
2000, demonstrated that a person
who had been awake all night
had, at dawn, the reactions of a
person who was legally drunk.
Decreased motor co-ordination,
increased risk taking and
occasionally hallucinations are all
evident. The sleep deprived group

are more aware of their limitations
than the alcohol group but this
does not actually improve their
performance.

What conclusions
should we draw from
this?
! Recognise that staying awake all
night has clear ill effects.
! Avoid decision making in the
early hours of the morning
whenever possible.
! Gain sleep credit, not debit,
when possible – wait for daylight to

call out. Sleep not socialise.
! Think carefully about when to
wake people from sleep and be
aware of the ‘time to surface’.
! Whenever possible, hand over
the decision making after sixteen
hours without any sleep. Carry the
stretcher but don’t decide where to.
! Be aware that prosecutions have
followed accidents when drivers
have been sleep deprived. Think
carefully about how people get
home after an all night incident.
! Eradicate the idea that an ability
to go without sleep is a badge of
honour.

Figure 2: The Sleep Cycle
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I think it was almost inevitable that, arriving in South Lakes in 1975 as a surgeon with mountaineering
credentials, I would be drawn into mountain rescue and so it turned out. I had already come across accidents
in the hills both in the UK and the Alps and was aware of a need to deliver a high standard of onsite medical
care to the injured parties.
One thing led to another and the move from team doctor to MREW medical officer and then chairman
seemed to progress without pause for breath. I believe we now deliver a rescue service of the highest order
but there will always be new lessons to learn and advances to make.
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