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Do athletes sleep well?



Are Swiss athletes sleeping well?

Vorster, Erlacher, Birrer, Röthlin 2024

• 22% are somewhat dissatisfied with their sleep

• 6-8% are very dissatisfied with their sleep 



Are Swiss athletes sleeping well?

Problems initiating sleep Problems maintaining sleep Sleeping pills

Vorster, Erlacher, Birrer, Röthlin 2024

15% 15% 3-8%



25,8 % of athletes show symptoms of a sleep disorder that 
warants medical treatment (N=2.297)

Vorster, Schmid, Erlacher 2025 
in preparation



What are the causes of poor sleep?



Organic sleep disorders

Vorster, Erlacher, Barazzoni, Hossner, Bassetti 2021
Swiss medical Review

Untreated sleep problems reduce athletic performance

7%

Sleep apnea RLS Night mares

8% 3% 6%

Insomnia
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Sleep disorders  are not mainly due to stress and blue light!

based on ICSD-3  – Dr. Albrecht Vorster – Swiss Sleep House Bern



Organic sleep disorders are 
often overlooked!



Sleep apnea impairs oxygen supply at night and 
fragments sleep



Treat even mild sleep apnea:
Faster recovery!

• CPAP device (also available in travel size)

• Dental splint

• Throat muscle training (Medical Didgeridoo –
Silent Sleep)

• Improvement of nasal breathing (training)



Restless legs, especially frequent in sports involving iron deficiency



Restless legs acute help

• keep Ferritin > 100ug/l (high normal)

• No caffeine after 3 p.m.

• Cold showers for the legs before sleep

• Apply cooling gels

• Leg massage

• Pneumatic compression

• Masturbation (dopamine release)

• L-Dopa + benserazide (test during training phase)

• Antidepressants such as SSRIs (mirtazapine) can also trigger RLS



Insomnia



Treating Insomnia

 Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT-I)

 First-choice and gold standard treatment

 Long-term effects

 CBT-I is superior to medication. 

 Also available as an App based course: somnio, hello better, 

7Schläfer, sleep2, sleepio



Island Group - 16Swiss Sleep House Bern

Cognitive behavioral therapy for insomnia

Sleep hygiene

Psychoeducation

Stimulus control Bedtime restriction Cognitive 

Restructuring
& ACT

Relaxation

• Caffeine

• Alcohol, nicotine

• Evening routine / 
buffer to work

• Smartphone

• Movement

• Sunlight

• Nutrition

• Knowledge about 
waking up

• Sleep myths

• Sleep behavior

• Bed exclusively for 

sleeping and sex

• Only to bed when 

sleepy

• Getting up when 

lying awake 
uncomfortably

• Limit bedtime to an 

effective medium 
sleep duration (5-6 
hours)

• No afternoon nap

• Regular sleep 
window over weeks

• Dealing with 

rumination

• Dealing with sleep-

disrupting 
assumptions

• Balance of tension 

and relaxation over 
24 hours

• Relaxation 
exercises:

• Progressive muscle 
relaxation

• Breathing meditation

• Dream trip



Island Group - 17Swiss Sleep House Bern

Provide a sleep log! Filling out a sleep log improves sleep and sleep 

behavior!



Island Group -

• How long should this 

person lie in bed?

• When should this person 

go to bed?

• When to get up?

What would you advice this person?



Island Group -

• How long should this person 

lie in bed? 6h max

• What time should this person 

go to bed? midnight

• What time to get up? 6.00

• Squeeze out the wake

What would you advice this person?



Melatonin

 It is NOT a sleeping pill or sleep hormone, but a darkness hormone.

 Stabilizes the internal rhythm

Low acute effect

Effective for jet lag or delayed sleep phase syndrome

3-5 mg at 9 p.m. (strictly), 

2 - 4 weeks

Delayed sleep phase syndrome =>
(common in teenagers/ 

young adults)



Take sleep disorders seriously and 
identify specific causes



Screening by trainer/sports physician 
– Takes 5 minutes

Athlete version
Try out:

German, French, Italian

https://tinyurl.com/ya8rkmmv

netzwerkschlaf.ch



Sleeping in extreme situations: the iceberg concept

Sleep problems in 
everyday life

Sleep problems 
during competition

=> The best way to prevent sleep problems during competition (extreme 
situations) is to ensure problem-free sleep during the training phase. 

Mild, preexisting sleep problems are 
amplified during competition. 



Sports-specific causes

Vorster, Erlacher, Barazzoni, Hossner, Bassetti 2021
Swiss medical Review

Travel Changing Sleep 
Environment

Competition Intense
Training

Training
schedules

Jet lag
disturbed routines

1st night effect
shared bedrooms

Stress
evening competition

Increased need
for regeneration

Early training
Late training



Sleep before the competition

 Psychoeducation  

 It's not the night before the competition that counts, but the weeks 

leading up to it! 

 Use your sleep routine 

 Take your bedroom with you



Analyze sleep patterns and incorporate them into the training plan
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and cause irregular sleep patterns

52 %



Sleep problems after evening training

  At least 2 hours buffer between training and sleep

Large individual differences

Learn breathing meditation and sleep routines to wind down!

Raise awareness among coaches and athletes about the 

cause and take it into account



Sleep after the first day of competition

 Information, psychoeducation, planning

 Go to bed at your usual time if possible 

 Only go to bed when you are sleepy, not earlier in order to reach a 

certain duration.

  Use your sleep routine from home (learn this beforehand! – In other 
words, stick to your usual sleep routine, no exceptions). 

 Sleep quality is more important than duration!

400 m run
19-20

Transfer Dinner Physio
Sleep

23 Uhr

Get up
5:30 Uhr

4-6 h?



Dealing with extreme heat

Buy a fan locally (70 CHF)

• Cold bottle
• Sleepwear/bed sheets in the freezer



Suggestions for a systematic approach to 
improving sleep

1. Systematically screen all athletes for sleep disorders (online tool)

2. Hand out a two-week sleep log to affected athletes

3. Refer athletes (25%) to a sleep laboratory/sleep psychologist

4. Include sleep in the training plan. Officially issue sleep logs to coaches



What hasn't worked so far

1. Tracking sleep using sleep trackers 

=> What behavioral measures are derived from these devices?

=> Not useful for treating sleep disorders

2. Prescribing sleeping pills in cases of chronic sleep problems without analyzing weekly logs of sleep 

problems
=> Similar to pain medication, sleeping pills only provide acute symptomatic relief

3. Individualize sleep behavior and delegate it as the athlete's own responsibility 

=> Sleep is essentially determined by the training plan/coach

4. Consider sleep problems as an acute problem => Similar to nutrition, long-term sleep behavior is key



• 25% of athletes have a sleep problem that requires treatment 
=> untapped potential for performance improvement

• Screening is simple (5-minute questionnaire)
=> awareness and treatment, especially of sleep apnea, RLS, insomnia

• Training plans and competitions have a significant impact on sleep
=> A sleep log reveals problem areas 
=> Integrate sleep into training and competition planning

• Sleep quality does not depend on the last night before the competition. Good 
sleep can be learned: The weeks/months before the competition are decisive.

Summary



Ausgeschlafen & erholt zum Erfolg

Jetlag 

Spätesten Flieger nehmen (22 Uhr)

Kein Essen während des Fluges
Nimm erste reguläre Mahlzeit im Ankunftsland

Uhr umstellen beim Betreten des Flugzeugs

1,5 L Wasser trinken! Kein Alkohol, Kaffee und Tee



Ausgeschlafen & erholt zum Erfolg

Jetlag  II

Schlafen oder Entspannen
Mitnehmen: Kissen, Socken, 
Augenmaske, Ohrstöpsel, Decke

Nimm 1 mg Melatonin
NUR am Abend (22 Uhr)
Nur nach ostwärtsflügen (in Deutschland)

Abendsonne in den USA (westwärts)
Morgensonne in Deutschland (ostwärts)

Zur gewöhnlichen Zeit ins Bett gehen
Nur ein kurzer Powernap nach Ankunft



Zeitumstellung / Jetlag 
systematisch planen



Kontakt:
albrecht.vorster@insel.ch

Swiss Sleep House Bern
Fragebögen-Tools



Tiefschlafhypnose

• Wissenschaftlich getestet mehr Tiefschlaf

• Einschlafen mit dem Fisch

Direkter Link zum Audio von Prof. Rasch



Atemübung (Box breathing)

• Entspannt in nur 5 Minuten!

• Vor dem zu Bett gehen nutzen. Auch tagsüber.

• Der Atem ist ein Spiegel unserer Emotionen. 
Gleichzeitig können wir mit dem Atem
unsere Emotionen steuern: ruhiger Atmen,
ruhige Gedanken!

2
Halten

4
Halten

6
AUS

4
EIN
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