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INTRODUCTION

Sleep is an important biological process that affects both phys-
ical and mental health. Modern-day stressors and technology 

have led to certain behavior patterns that have become an active 
threat to sleep. The 2021 Philips Global Sleep Survey conducted 
among 13,000 individuals of  ages 18 and above, across 13 coun-
tries (South East Asian and European countries, US and Australia), 
reported that 76% of  adults reported having one or more sleep is-
sues; with stress being the most reported hurdle. These sleep chal-
lenges were further exacerbated by the pandemic. The survey also 
pointed out that, 37% of  adults experienced insomnia and 62% of  
adults felt they don’t sleep well.1 A study conducted among 10,220 
adolescents (16-19-years) in Norway found that 23.8% reported 
experiencing insomnia.2 Generation Z (Gen Z) (1997-2013) has 
been dubbed the generation that never sleeps and only 15% of  
Gen Z felt that they get enough sleep.3 A survey in the US conduct-
ed by the American Academy of  Sleep Medicine among 2,010 in-
dividuals found that almost 93% of  Gen Z stayed up late; because 
of  their phones and social media usage.4 

	 These prolonged periods of  low quality and quantity 
of  sleep are related to increased risk of  cardiovascular diseases, 
irritability, low moods, fatigue, suicide risk, lapses in attention, 
sleepiness during the day, work and car accidents, burnout, obe-
sity, etc.5 To understand sleep disturbances, it is first important 
to understand circadian cycles. During 24-hours, there are certain 
physiological (hormone secretions) and behavioral processes, that 
primarily respond to and are in sync with light and darkness that 
contribute to our sleep-wake cycle. The suprachiasmatic nucleus 
of  the hypothalamus is the center of  the brain that controls this. 
During darkness there is reduced capability and alertness, increased 
melatonin secretion, and a dip in core body temperature. Whereas 
light is associated with alertness, performance, and a rise in body 
temperature. So, when we work or sleep against these schedules, 

it leads to circadian dysregulation.6 The article will discuss certain 
environmental factors and behaviors which have led to circadian 
dysregulation and the resultant secondary anxieties.

	 Gen Z who are already grappling with high mental health 
concerns already lead to sleep disturbances. To add to this, Gen Z 
will in the near future enter the workforce where always-on culture 
and shift work will further disrupt sleep cycles. The phenomenon 
of  always-on culture has come about with the advent of  heavy 
technological use in workplaces (mail, messaging), where compa-
nies expect employees to be present even after their working hours 
checking mail and attending calls. The second factor of  night shift 
work also goes against circadian cycles. This had led to Shift Work 
Sleep Disorder characterized by insomnia, associated with work 
accidents, moodiness, irritability, etc., and this is especially because 
daytime sleep does not give the same relaxation as night sleep due 
to the biological and behavioral aspects associated with light. Day-
time sleep is also known to be shorter without deep relaxation.

	 Further, technology and its consequent behaviors, have 
also led to circadian dysregulation. They are Smart Phone and Social 
Media usage, television (TV) and light-emitting diode (LED) lights. 
The addictive nature of  social media and blue light emanating from 
screens lead to sleep phase disruptions. As blue lights from screens 
and LED lights are associated with melatonin suppression (mela-
tonin produces drowsiness), increased attention, and activation. 
A lot of  the time this leads to students feeling that they are more 
productive at night, losing out on sleep, and experiencing fatigue 
and burnout (resulting in less time to replenish mental resources). 
Other factors triggering sleep disruption are obesity and substance 
use. Levels of  obesity have been on the rise due to complex interac-
tions between biological and environmental (dietary habits, increased 
deskbound activities, etc.) factors. The causal relationship between 
sleep and obesity is bi-directional, but many have suggested caution 
when making definitive statements. Only further research can clari-
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fy.6 Regarding substance use, alcohol has only short-term effects on 
sleep and as a consequence leads to broken sleep, decreased quali-
ty of  sleep and hangovers. Lastly, with anxiety, stressful events on 
the rise, rumination, negative automatic thoughts (NATs) (NATs 
are negative thoughts or self-talk that appear after an event), and 
intrusive thoughts are increasingly being observed among Gen Z, 
all of  which lead to sleep disruptions. Secondary worry about sleep 
challenges and time checking through the night further contributes 
to the exacerbation of  sleep disruptions. All this has led to insomnia, 
broken sleep, decreased quality of  sleep, delayed sleep phase syn-
drome (DSPS), etc (Figure 1).

RECOMMENDATIONS

Combined efforts of  systemic changes in workplace and educa-
tion systems are necessary for effective sleep hygiene. Companies 
and schools must pay attention to practices that are perpetuating 
mental health concerns and make changes that can help in offset-
ting some of  the effects of  sleep. DSPS is a common occurrence, 
where delays in sleep phases are far out of  what is considered nor-
mal. Chronotherapy, which is an amalgam of  sleep hygiene, timed 
light exposure/bright light exposure and chronobiotic medications 
to adjust the sleep/wake cycle has produced effective results.

	 Since circadian rhythms are in sync with light/darkness, 
hence timed light exposure can be helpful. Exposure to bright light 
during the mornings and limited light exposure and chronobioic 
medications (melatonin) in the evenings can be helpful. Limited 
light exposure can include setting screen times for phone/social 
media, TV, and installing red light emitting lamps that don’t dis-
rupt circadian rhythms can be put on during late evenings. Timed 
light exposure needs to be tailor-made to each client based on their 
sleep phases and delays. 

	 Certain routines can also help; having the same sleep/
wake schedule, can be helpful. Winding down half  an hour before 
going to bed, which can include reading books (not mystery books 
that lead to curiosity and alertness), listening to soothing music 
preferably without lyrics, taking a bath, aiding in reducing core 
body temperature, red light exposure and avoiding blue light ex-
posure can tick off  biological processes that aid in sleep. Bedroom 
should only be associated with sleep and not with anything else, 
meaning avoidance of  TV and phones in bedroom. Making sure 
the room is dark with appropriate temperature, comfortable pillow 
and mattresses before you enter the room to sleep is also helpful.

	 Anxiety, worry, stress leads to cortisol production trig-
gering fight, flight that increases alertness and wakefulness. It then 
becomes important to relax; some of  the best methods to use are 
progressive muscle relaxation and mindfulness followed by setting 
a concrete time and day to deal with each worry. One can list all 
the worries and write date and time against each worry. This helps 
in realizing that worries can be dealt with, which can help in re-
laxation. Often times bedroom may come to be associated with 
dread and anxiety in case of  prolonged sleep disturbances such as 
insomnia, coupled with secondary anxiety in the form of  Negative 
Automatic Thoughts, why me thoughts, catastrophizing and their 
resultant counterintuitive behaviors. For this, it becomes important 
to seek psychotherapy. It can help in identifying root causes for 
sleep disturbances along with the perpetuating factors (cognitive 
and behavioral) and also help in re-framing NATs and other associ-
ated cognitive distortions, while aiding in practicing sleep hygiene. 
The therapeutic approach of  Mindfulness based Cognitive Behav-
ior Therapy (M-CBT) can be especially helpful in these matters. 
Although sleep is affected due to modern day contributions, it is in 
our power and ability to obtain adequate seep.
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Figure 1.  Representation of Modern-Day Contributors of Sleep Disturbance and the Vicious 
Cycle of Sleep Disturbance Due to Secondary Anxiety about Sleep and Consequent Behaviors
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