BOX 39.5

JET LAG AND SHIFT WORK

Jet lag is induced by flying across several time zones and represents the lack of coordination of the flyer’s body to the new local time. Individuals usually entrain to a phase-shifted environment at the rate of about 1 hour per day, although careful control over when light exposure occurs may improve this rate. 

Another environmentally imposed disruption of circadian rhythms occurs with shift work. Most people working the night shift remain entrained to the solar day, so that their biological rhythms (e.g., alertness, temperature and hormonal rhythms) are in opposition to the demands of the work schedule. Some of the negative health effects of shift work may be due to the stress caused by trying to sleep when the biological clock dictates it is time to be awake, and trying to be alert and productive when the body expects rest. Clear performance deficits occur when individuals attempt to work for extended periods, ignoring the need for sleep. Performance deficits also occur at specific times of day, irrespective of prior sleep history. 

In rodent models, repeated shifting of the light-dark cycle, as occurs with jet lag or shift work, can have significant adverse consequences on health. Circadian clocks normally coordinate internal rhythms to each other and to the environment. Disrupting this coordination may similarly have adverse consequences on human health.
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