
Sleep, How Important Is It to Your Fitness 
& Recovery? 
There are many recommendations out there about how much sleep we need or how screen time is 

affecting our sleeping patterns, but does the amount of sleep affect your fitness or how well you 

recover after exercise? 

What happens when we don’t get enough sleep? 

There is no doubt, the brain and central nervous system have a significant role in physical 

performance. Every movement emanates from brain impulses for everyone from elite athletes to 

the gym 3 times a week crew, the central nervous system controls every aspect of performance from 

muscle movement, reflex and reactions to the heart and lungs. If the brain and central nervous 

system are not well rested it will significantly affect your ability to function at an optimal level. 

If we are not getting enough sleep, less than six hours for a period of 4 days or more, it can seriously 

affect our thinking skills and mood. Sport requires the ability to process information very quickly and 

react, for this you need to have high levels of focus and motivation. Without adequate sleep these 

functions will be impaired. Minimal sleep can also decrease glucose metabolism which can lead to 

increased appetite, poor food choices, reduced physical activity and performance.  

When we work out the muscles are broken down, during our downtime, sleep, the body rebuilds the 

muscles with testosterone. Poor sleep patterns affect the amount of testosterone the body 

produces and it will not produce enough to adequately rebuild and strengthen the muscles so the 

training effect is decreased. 

Why does sleep help? 

A common misconception is that you build muscle in the gym or out on the track. This however is 
only a small part of the way your body grows muscle or endurance. After your workout the body 
starts to react to the physical activity that you have done and the damage you have caused to your 
muscles and protein chains. Don’t worry, this damage is a good thing when we want to be fitter. 

After your workout the damaged muscles are flooded with chemicals which cause further damage to 
your muscle fibres and your muscles become inflamed. The brain then goes into damage control and 
anti-inflammatory agents are sent to remove the damaged cells and tissue. Once this is done the 
repair and replacement can begin. While repairing the damage your body also produces growth 
factors that create new muscle fibre and over time this increases the size of the muscles. 

While we are asleep our movement is limited which gives the repair and regrow process more time 
to act on the damaged areas. Sleeping also reduces stress, whether emotional or physical. Studies 
show for every two hours we spend awake it takes one hour of sleep to recover. 

How much sleep do we need? 

The number that is mentioned most often is 8 hours sleep, but for elite athletes this is too little. For 

elite athletes, training at top level 9 hours and 15 minutes is recommended. 

 

Is there any evidence to support these theories? 

Stanford University studied their elite NCAA swimming teams. It was found that when the athletes 
extended their sleep to 10 hours per day their performance was greatly enhanced. Laps were swum 



faster, reaction times were quicker and most of the swimmers set personal, school and NCAA 
records during the trial. 

 

How to use sleep to gain an advantage 

No one knows completely why we sleep, but without sleep, we cannot think as clearly or process 
information. In addition, we lose coordination and function of our muscles and muscle movement 
patterns. So what tips can we give to improve our night’s sleep to improve what we do in the gym? 

 
• Dark rooms and low noise. Make your bedroom as dark as possible, use black out curtains or 

blinds and keep out noise by closing windows and doors. 

• Relax before lights out. Read a book, have a warm bath, but stay away from those screens. 

• Research shows that sleep taken before midnight is better for you, go to bed earlier. 

• Work out your best sleeping pattern and stick to it. Changes in routine can slow down your 
recovery, even if you get more sleep. Once in your pattern you will be able to wake without 
an alarm clock. Research shows that waking up naturally leads to a better morning than 
being wrenched from sleep by an infernal beeping noise. 

 
Getting the proper amount of sleep if you are physically active is very important. Along with a 
balanced diet and an intense exercise program, getting the right amount of sleep may be the last 
thing you need to lose weight, create bigger muscle mass and prolong endurance. Without the 
proper amount of recovery and sleep, a training program will yield little or no results. 

 
 

 


