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Abstract 
 

Background: Night shifts are known to cause sleeping problems and other undesired 

health problems that should be considered within public health researches.  

Objective: The objective of the study was to investigate night shift workers´ sleep 

experiences.  

Method: The interview data was analyzed with a qualitative latent content analysis. 

Seven men who worked rotating shifts (5-shift schedule) in a production company 

participated. 

Results: Some reported a good sleep quality and some experienced longer sleep after 

night shifts than normally. Most men experienced some sort of sleeping problems such 

as, difficulty falling asleep, woke up often, difficulty in shifting the circadian rhythm 

back to normal, woke up feeling unrested and felt more tired in general. 

Conclusion: The study shows that not all night shift workers suffer from poor sleep 

quality and short sleep duration. The 5-shift schedule system should be researched 

further.  

 

Keywords: Sleep quality, Sleep quantity, Sleeping problems, Qualitative content 

analysis 

 

 

Abstrakt  

 
Bakgrund: Det är känt att nattskift kan orsaka sömnstörningar och andra oönskade 

hälsoproblem som bör beaktas inom folkhälsoforskningen. 

Syfte: Syftet med studien var att undersöka sömnupplevelser hos nattskift arbetare. 

Metod: Analysen som användes i denna intervjustudie var kvalitativ latent 

innehållsanalys. Sju män som arbetade roterande skift (5-skift) i ett produktionsbolag 

deltog. 

Resultat: Vissa män rapporterade en god kvalitets sömn och vissa upplever längre 

sömn efter nattskift än normalt. De flesta män upplevde någon form av sömnproblem 

som svårigheter att somna, vaknade ofta, svårigheter att vända tillbaka dygnet, kände 

sig inte utvilade efter sömnen och kände sig allmänt trötta. 

Slutsats: Studien visar att inte alla nattskiftarbetare lider av dålig sömnkvalitet och 

kort sömnvaraktighet. 5-shift-schemat bör undersökas ytterligare. 

 

 

Nyckelord: Kvalitativ innehållsanalys, sömnkvalitet, sömnkvantitet, sömnproblem 
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Background 

Night shifts 

Night shifts are common in modern and industrial societies and a report from 

2015 shows that between 2006 to 2015 13% of Swedish workers work night shifts 

(Larsson, 2015, p. 50). Night work is defined as "every seven-hour period between the 

time 00-05" (Arbetsmiljöverket, 2016).  

 Night shifts have been linked to significant health problems, such as sleeping 

problems, cardiovascular diseases, gastrointestinal diseases, increased risk of accidents, 

social disturbance (Åkerstedt, 2001a), cancer (Brudnowska & Peplonska, 2011), 

metabolic syndrome and type 2 diabetes (Brum, Filho, Schnorr, Bottega & Rodrigues, 

2015). However, Heckman, Kloss, Feskanich, Culnan and Scherhammer (2016) did find 

that a long period of shift work and shorter sleep decreases the risk of some types of 

skin cancers. They did call for further research to confirm and identify the underlying 

reason for this association. Due to these effects that night shifts can have on health, 

night shifts are an important subject and need to be studied more within public health 

science.    

 

Sleep 

Sleep plays an important role in people´s wellbeing. People who suffer from 

sleep disorders have a bigger risk of functional impairment and are not as productive 

as others (Simon & VonKorff, 1997). They get sick more often and therefore spend 

more days away from their jobs than other people and that leads them to use health 

care services more often which raises the health care cost (Simon & VonKorff, 1997). 

The human body is designed to be asleep at night and awake during the day. 

Working night shifts feels wrong for the body and makes it unavoidable to get sleep 

deprived (Norman, 2001). This is because the body has an internal clock in the 

hypothalamus gland in the brain which generates the circadian rhythms that controls 

the body´s temperature, hormone production and how sleepy or alert a person is 
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(Norman, 2001). The circadian rhythms are affected by light and are always active 

(Norman, 2001). Night shifts are a temporary change, that is, most workers take turns 

working a day shift or a night shift, and as a result the circadian rhythm can get 

chronically disrupted (Kim et al., 2015). Night shifts should therefore be considered a 

very important cause to the disruption of the circadian rhythm (Kim et al, 2015).  

Some processes in the body slow down at night, to prepare for sleep, after 

having been active during the day (Norman, 2001). The sleep hormone melatonin is 

released from the brain at night which increases tiredness (Norman, 2001).  When 

people work during the night, they are fighting these processes by being awake, while 

they should be asleep (Norman, 2001). When the night shift is over the workers are 

exposed to light and the internal clock is telling them to be awake, when in fact it is 

time for them to sleep (Norman, 2001). A study by Leung et al. (2016) has shown that 

melatonin levels are lower and have an earlier peak in night shift workers compared to 

day shift workers. 

 

Night shifts and sleep disorders 

There is an increased risk of suffering from sleeping problems among night 

shift workers (Conwaya, Campaninia, Sartoria, Dottib & Costaa, 2008) as well as for 

behavioral and health related morbidity due to symptoms from their shifted circadian 

rhythm, compared to day time workers (Drake, Roehrs, Richardson, Walsh & Roth, 

2004). Night shift workers, as well as morning shift workers, experience severe and 

acute sleep disorders that results in two to three hours shorter sleep and longer 

insomnia period (Åkerstedt, 2001b). The reason for this, according to Åkerstedt 

(2001b), is that the bedtime conflicts with the biological clock, or the circadian rhythm, 

that means, the bedtime is at a time of day when the body is supposed to be 

physiologically and psychologically active. A study by Fischer et al. (1997) shows that 

morning and night shift workers experience shorter sleep durations compared to their 

other workdays and days off. In addition, they found that night shift workers have the 

lowest quality of sleep. 

Nurses are often the research subject in studies on night shifts.  In a study 
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conducted by Jahromi, Moattari and Sharif (2013) on nurses in Iran, the participants 

who worked night shifts all complained over their poor physical and psychological 

wellbeing that was brought on by stress and insomnia. Another study on nurses in 

New York supported these results. In which, the study participants say that they were 

obsessed with sleep and were always worried about not getting enough sleep. They 

had a hard time getting more than a few hours of sleep when they have been working 

for 2-3 nights in a row. They also report that when they have days off from work, they 

have a hard time sleeping at night because the inner clock is “mixed up”. The nurses 

feel like the first day off work is a wasted recovery day and they have a hard time 

getting back to a normal routine (Vitale, Varrone- Ganesh & Vu, 2015). 

Puerta et al. (2017) examined sleep characteristics of staff working in a pediatric 

intensive care unit. Sleep quality was both measured objectively and subjectively. The 

study shows that sleep quality was significantly worse in night shift staff (both 

objectively and subjectively) compared to other shifts and they are more prone to 

sleeping disorders, which affects their personal and social life. The study also indicates 

that more night shift workers use sleeping medications (20%) compared to morning 

shift workers (11%) and evening shift workers (10%). A study by Ferri et al. (2016) 

came to similar conclusions, that is that rotating night shifts nurses experience poorer 

sleep quality and quantity compared to day shift nurses, which impacts their job 

performance and job satisfaction.  

A study conducted in seven hospitals in Spain, examined nurses´ sleep quality. 

The nurses either worked day shifts, including fixed mornings and evening shifts, 

night shifts, including fixed night shifts and rotating shifts, including morning, evening 

and night shifts. When it comes to daytime sleepiness there is no difference between 

shifts, but sleep quality is worse among the night shift workers compared to day shift 

workers. They also found that rotating shift workers have a longer sleep duration than 

both day and night shifts workers (Gómez-García et al., 2016).  

A study by Chellappa, Morris and Scheer (2018) found that night shift workers 

typically suffer from circadian misalignment which affects their cognitive performance 

compared to when the same workers work during daytime. The workers´ attention 
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decreases severely although it gets better when they have been exposed to circadian 

misalignment regularly. Another study showed that night workers on offshore oil and 

gas installations in Brazil experience worse sleep quality, have a harder time falling 

asleep, wake up more often, have short sleep episodes, go to bed at irregular times and 

feel tired after waking up, in comparison to day time workers (Menezes, Pires, 

Benedito-Silva & Tufik, 2004). 

Despite the evidence that night shifts are bad for the health, night shifts do 

affect different individuals differently. A study by Juda, Vetter and Roenneberg (2013) 

shows that it often depends on whether people are early or late chronotypes. 

Chronotype is “a person's natural inclination with regard to the time of day when they 

prefer to sleep or when they are most alert or energetic” (Oxford living dictionaries, 

2018). That means that earlier chronotypes tend to go to bed earlier and get up early 

while later chronotypes like to stay up longer and wake up later. According to Juda et 

al (2013), sleep quantity and quality are affected by individuals´ chronotype and the 

shift they work. Earlier chronotypes get a shorter sleep and experience sleep 

disturbances when they have worked a night shift and the same applies for later 

chronotypes when they work the morning shifts.  

Bajraktarov et al. (2011) suggests that health promotion and prevention 

programs are the most important factor to decrease shift work sleep disorders. They 

suggest that health promotion and prevention activities should be applied on night 

shift workers to improve quality of sleep, social interaction, health status and 

education activities (Bajraktarov et al., 2011). Ferri et al. (2016) agree and recommend 

that rotating shift workers should get health checks more often since they are at a 

higher risk of job dissatisfaction and adverse health effects.  

 

The speed and direction of shift rotation 

The speed of shift rotation can vary, they can rotate fast or slow. There is no 

right or wrong shift schedule system that applies to all workplaces, but some systems 

are more favorable than others when it comes to physiological, psychological and 

social recommendations of shift schedules (Knauth, 2007). In her article, Knauth (2007) 
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lists out some of the shift work recommendations, such as: fast rotation shift systems 

are more optimal than slow rotating schedules; permanent shift work does not seem to 

be optimal for most people; fast changeovers should be avoided (such as from night 

shift to an afternoon shift at the same day); the number of work days should not be 

more than 5-7 days in a row; some free weekends should be included in every shift 

system; forward rotation of shifts (clockwise) seem to be better than counter-clockwise 

(at least for continuous shift systems). Kecklund, Lowden, Åkerstedt, Knutsson and 

Karlsson (2013) give out similar recommendations such as night shifts and early 

morning shifts should be limited to three days/nights in a row, workers should 

preferably have a planned 10-15 minute nap time during night shifts, the shift direction 

should rotate clockwise, regular health check-ups should be offered and shifts should 

be customize to individual workers, especially older workers, if possible. These 

recommendations seem to be beneficial to shift workers´ sleep. All workers sleep 

longer when shift schedules rotate fast and the sleep quality is better for fast rotating 

shifts in contrast to weekly rotating shifts (Juda, Vetter and Roenneberg 2013; Fischer et 

al, 1997). However, Kazemi et al. (2017) do recommend that fast rotating night shift 

schedules should be avoided, and weekly rotating shifts should be chosen, at least in 

sensitive positions. Their study found that both sleep quality and cognitive 

performance at work are significantly better in workers that work seven nights in a 

row compared to those who only work four nights in a row. 

The direction of the rotating shifts is an important factor as well. The shifts can 

either rotate clockwise (morning-evening-night) or counter-clockwise (night-evening-

morning) (Pati, Chandrawanshi & Reinberg, 2001). According to Pati, Chandrawanshi 

and Reinberg (2001), the clockwise rotation has shown to be the better option for shift 

workers. A study by Barton, Folkard, Smith and Poole (1994) supports that clockwise 

rotation of shifts is preferable, as counterclockwise rotation increases shift workers´ 

sleep difficulties.   

There are many quantitative studies that have looked at night shift work and 

sleep and other possible consequences, using different measurements. This study 

attempts to examine the experiences that night shift workers have on their sleep, such 

as how they manage their potential sleeping problems and sleep quality, which is 
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something that most previous studies lack. The study will consider all aspects of night 

shift workers´ sleep experience and how they manage their sleep both pre- and post- 

night shifts. The insight to these experiences gives more in-depth understanding of the 

effects on sleep caused by night shifts.  

This study can be helpful for public health researchers for future research on 

the impact that night shifts can have on people´s sleep and wellbeing. It can also be 

useful for companies for gathering information on how night shifts affect employees 

when planning shifts.  The aim of this study was to investigate sleep experiences 

among night shift workers by exploring their sleep quality, sleeping problems and 

methods used to deal with night work, both before, during and after the night shifts.  

 

Objective 

This study´s objective was to investigate night workers´ sleep experience.  

 

Method 

Study design 

This study used a qualitative content analysis approach where data was 

collected from interviews. Graneheim and Lundman (2003) describe qualitative content 

analysis as a method that both focuses on the subject and the context as well as the 

differences and similarities in codes and categories. Interview data can be seen as a 

communication between the researcher and the participants which then becomes a 

communication between the text and the researcher when the interview analysis begins 

(Graneheim & Lundman, 2003).  

Qualitative content analysis also deals with both manifest and latent content. 

Manifest content is about what the text is saying and is often shown in categories. The 

latent content is what the text means and is often shown in themes (Graneheim & 

Lundman, 2003). In every interview text there are messages and the content need to be 

interpreted (Graneheim & Lundman, 2003). According to Graneheim and Lundman 
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(2003) reality can be interpreted in different ways and an interview text always has 

various meanings and the interpretation is subjective. The interpretation dependent on 

the researcher´s personal experiences and it is important to consider his or hers 

training and qualifications (Patton, 1990 referred in Graneheim & Lundman, 2003). The 

researcher´s experiences and history will add to the interpretation, that cannot be 

prevented but the researcher should not add meaning to the text that is not there 

(Graneheim & Lundman, 2003).    

 

Study sample and context 

In this study, all the participants work in a production section in a factory 

which is active 24 hours a day, every day of the week. They work a so-called 5-shift 

system where they work seven days in a row and then have five days off. The shifts are 

divided into morning, evening and night shifts. They start their working period with 2 

to 3 morning shifts (06:00-14:00/15:00) then they work 1 to 2 afternoon shifts (14:00-

22:00) and then they go on to work 2 to 3 night shifts (22:00-06:00). When they work 

three night shifts in a row, they only have four days off instead of five days off. They 

always end their work period by working one afternoon shift (15:00-22:00). This shift 

schedule system is fast rotating with clockwise rotation, except for the last day when it 

rotates counterclockwise (from a night shift to an afternoon shift).  

Three people the researcher knew work at the factory were contacted and were 

willing to participate in the study. Those three participants referred the researcher to 

four other persons that consented to participate as well. After interviewing all seven 

individuals, the researcher felt that saturation was reached. The seven participants 

were all men that worked in a 5-shift schedule. Their age ranged from 28-56 years and 

their time working for the factory ranged from 7-25 years. Four of the participants had 

children thereof one had a four-year-old, two had children from the age of 12-16 and 

one had grown-up children.  
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Data collection 

 

The data was collected through interviews with open-ended questions. An 

interview guide (See appendix 1) was developed and tested through a pilot interview 

(not included in the analysis) which allowed the interview guide to develop further. 

The interviews were conducted by the same person and lasted from 30 minutes 

to 45 minutes. All seven interviews were carried out in a place chosen by each 

participant at their home or in a private room at their workplace. Four of the interviews 

took place in the afternoon on a weekday but three during a weekend in the middle of 

the day. All participants read and signed a letter of consent (See appendix 2) where 

they were told about the aim of the study, anonymity and their right to choose not to 

answer questions. They were also informed about this information orally. The 

researcher also asked participants to answer with everything that came to mind about 

their night shift work and/or sleeping related issues. Some interviewees talked very 

openly and covered many of the guide´s questions before they were asked. Others had 

to be asked the exact questions from the interview guide to get insight into important 

aspects of the study. 

The interviews were tape recorded and transcribed into a text on a computer as 

soon as possible after an interview. 

The researcher started by asking the participants how long they had worked 

night shifts, their age and about their family life to get the interview flowing. After a 

short conversation about these factors the questions regarding their sleeping habits and 

night work experience were asked. 

 

Data analysis 

The data in this study was analyzed using qualitative latent content analysis. 

When using quantitative content analysis, the most basic decision is choosing the unit 

of analysis (Graneheim & Lundman, 2003). In this study the unit of analysis were the 

interview texts.  

After the interviews had been transcribed to a computer, they were read multiple times 

to get an overall picture of the content (Graneheim & Lundman, 2003) and important 
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parts were highlighted.  

The interview texts were sorted into meaning units were then shortened to 

condensed meaning units. A meaning unit can be sentences or paragraphs that are 

related to each other in some way. When the meaning unit is shortened it should still 

contain the quality and the important content of the sentence (Graneheim & Lundman, 

2003). Codes were then developed, and the condensed meaning units were labeled 

with these codes. The codes were not pre-determined. A code should be descriptive to 

the meaning units´ context (Graneheim & Lundman, 2003). The codes´ differences and 

similarities were compared and merged into four categories and six sub-categories. The 

main component of qualitative content analysis is creating categories, which is a group 

of data that have similarities and should answer the question “what?” (Krippendorff, 

1980 referred in Graneheim & Lundman, 2003). Krippendorff (1980 referred in 

Graneheim & Lundman, 2003) emphasizes the importance of not leaving out any data 

because there is no convenient category, nor should data be relevant for more than one 

category. It is however not always easy to create categories where codes only fit into 

the one category when studying experiences (Graneheim & Lundman, 2003). Since 

there was only one researcher doing both the data analysis and sorting the codes, the 

researcher went back and forth when categorizing the codes until reaching a 

permanent decision. 

The themes emerged from the categories represented the latent content of the 

data. Themes can be thought of as a thread of the latent content through condensed 

meaning units, codes or categories and should answer the question “how?” 

(Graneheim & Lundman, 2003). Themes should describe repetitive content that occurs 

within or between categories (Polit & Hungler, 1999 referred in Graneheim & 

Lundman, 2003). 

Examples of condensed meaning units, codes, categories and themes are shown 

in table 1.  
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Table 1: Examples of condensed meaning units, codes, categories and themes. 

Theme: Night shift preparation 

Category: What is done before a night shift 

Condensed meaning unit Code 

I sleep longer the day before Sleeping in 

I stay awake longer the night before Staying up late 

I sleep before I go to work Taking a nap 

I take a nap on the couch in front of the TV before 

work Taking a nap 

Theme: The sleep after a night shift 

Category: Sleep quality 

Condensed meaning unit Code 

I don´t sleep as well after a night shift as I usually 

do Don´t sleep as well 

I am more tired than usually when I wake up More tired the next day 

My sleep quality not good after a night shift Bad sleep quality 

I sleep for a shorter time after a night shift Short sleep 

 

 

Ethical considerations 

 Ethical considerations were kept in mind throughout the entire study. 

The interviewees were informed about the study´s intentions and platform both orally 

and in writing (see appendix 2). They were told that it was neither beneficial nor 

harmful to them to participate in this study other than an opportunity to share their 

experience. They were also informed that they had a right to stop their participation at 

any time or choose not to answer questions if they preferred. In addition, they were 

told that the researcher and possibly the researcher´s supervisor would have access to 

their answers but also that this paper would be read by the researcher´s teachers and 

fellow students.  

All data was handled confidentially, meaning that the participants´ information 

were not available to anyone except the researcher. The documents will be destroyed 

after this paper is complete. The participants´ names will be replaced with numbers in 

the results chapter.  
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Results 

 Four themes emerged after the interview texts were analyzed. The themes 

had categories and sub-categories which together highlighted different aspects of the 

participants´ night shift experience. The themes, categories and sub-categories are 

shown in table 2.  

  

Table 2: Themes, categories and sub-categories 

Theme Category Sub-category 

Before night shifts Night shift preparation What is done before a night shift 

The sleep experiences  The sleep after a night shift a) Sleep quality 

  b) Sleeping problems 

Turning the clock around After night shifts a) Shifting the circadian rhythm 

  b) Managing sleeping problems 

The overall effects  The night shift experiences The effects of night shifts 

 

Before night shifts 

This theme shows how night shift workers prepare themselves for their 

night shifts.  

Night shift preparation 

What is done before a night shift 

 The questions regarding night shift preparation focused on the methods 

participants used to get ready to work the next night. The common goal for the most 

participants before a night shift revolved around turning the clock. Their methods were 

similar which was staying awake longer the night before and/or sleeping longer the 

day of upcoming night shift.  I addition to that, some participants also took naps in the 

evening before their shift began. One participant described his preparation for night 

shifts routine as following:   

 “I always try to stay up for a long time the night before a night shift and sleep 

until I am well rested the next morning. Before my shift begins at ten o´clock in the evening I 

sleep for one or two hours.  That makes me well rested and ready to begin my night shift.” – 

Participant 1 

 

 Computer games and a workout helped one participant to get ready for a 
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night shift:  

“The night before my first night shift I stay up the whole night and play computer games with 

colleagues. I then sleep in the next morning. Instead of napping before work, I go to the gym and 

work out.” -  Participant 2 

The participants saw the importance of being as well rested as possible 

before working their night shifts because it was easy to become very tired as the night 

went on.  

The sleep experiences  

This theme is about night shift workers´ sleep after a night shift. 

The sleep after a night shift 

Sleep quality 

 The questions regarding sleep quality revolved around the overall sleep 

quality as well as the duration of the sleep after a night shift. 

 The participants both reported experiencing a good and poor quality of 

sleep. Sometimes they slept lightly and often woke up during the sleep period and the 

overall sleep was shorter for some and they felt like they did not get a deep sleep after 

a night shift. Other participants slept longer than normally.  

 “My sleep quality is worse after night shifts than my normal night sleep and I 

am more tired the next day. I don´t sleep as well and I am not as well rested when I wake up. So, 

I am more tired and often in a bad mood when I wake up. But most of the time I can sleep for 

more hours after a night shift than I normally do.” – Participant 1 

 Other participants reported that their sleep was neither shorter nor longer 

than usually. Sometimes the best sleep occurred after a night shift, but the sleep quality 

could depend on how busy the night at work was. By relaxing at home a little bit 

before bedtime it was easier to get a good quality sleep: 

 “I shower, eat breakfast and play some card games on my phone before I go to 

bed, just to calm down.” – Participant 2 

 

Sleeping problems 

 Sleeping problems that the participants experienced included difficulty 



13 

 

staying asleep because of various interruptions but even how the sleep is influenced by 

seasons. If the night had been busy participants reported more difficulty falling asleep 

because they were still alert when they went to bed. Some participants had problems 

falling asleep again if they woke up for reasons such as, having to use the toilet or 

because of light and sound interruptions. Others that woke up for similar reason said 

they had no problem falling asleep again. If they woke up earlier than planned for 

some reason it resulted in a longer sleep the next day, so they were sometimes able to 

catch up with their sleep. Participants that had young children at hoe sometimes woke 

up earlier than intended if the children were home. A participant described his 

sleeping problems in following words: 

 “Sometimes I have a hard time falling asleep after [a night shift] because the 

whole household is waking up and starting their day at the same time as I am going to sleep. I 

usually have a shorter sleep after night shifts than I do on regular nights.” – Participant 3 

 All participants reported noticing a big difference with their sleep quality 

and sleeping problems between summertime and wintertime. They reported having a 

harder time falling asleep as well as waking up earlier in the summer because of more 

light, heat and more people are “in movement”. They felt that they are more tired in 

the winter because it is still dark outside when the drive home in contrast to 

summertime when it is already bright outside when the finish their shift and they 

become more alert again on their way home. The difference between seasons was 

described in the following way: 

 “It is hard to work night shifts in the winter, you need sunlight. I notice that 

very clearly. In the summer it is harder to fall asleep right away and the sleep will be shorter 

because of the sunlight and the heat. I feel more awake and alert.” – Participant 4 

 Although they all felt that they were more tired during wintertime and 

felt as if they were more alert during the summer, they pointed out that they do realize 

that they needs just as much sleep after night shifts in the summer as in the winter but 

have a hard time sleeping as long because of previously named reasons. 

 An interesting “side effect” of night shift came to light. The night shift 

schedule disrupted a summer vacation by making it hard to fall asleep during nights 

when night shifts were scheduled:  
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 “Some nights when I am on a vacation, I can´t sleep. If I look at my work 

schedule, I notice I should be working a night shift. So, working night shifts can affect your life 

in unexpected ways.” – Participant 3   

Turning the clock around  

The theme turning the clock around is about how the night shift workers 

shift their circadian rhythm after night shifts and how they manage sleeping problems.  

After night shifts 

Shifting the circadian rhythm 

 As mentioned earlier all the participants complete their seven days of 

work with an afternoon shift, straight after the last night shift. This is done to make it 

easier for the company´s workers to shift their circadian rhythm, or turning the clock, 

since they are forced to get up considerably early and be at work again at 15 o´clock (9 

hours after the last night shifts ends). 

 This arrangement worked for some participants and they were able to 

shift their circadian rhythm easily whenever they felt like it.  After one day they could 

go to bed at their normal time. However, some participants still had a hard time 

returning to “normal” after their night shift period. 

 “Even though it is difficult to get up after the last night shift to go almost 

straight to work again, I feel like it does help me a lot in the process of turning the clock. It 

works for me.” – Participant 5 

 For other participants it normally took them 2-3 days to shift their 

circadian rhythm: 

 “I always have a really hard time to reset the body. You know, you have a wrong 

rhythm going on.” – Participant 5 

They had problems such as falling asleep during the day, when in fact they 

wanted to stay awake to be able to fall asleep at a proper time at the evening and even 

tended to stay up late even on their days off. 

 “I can be sitting on the couch and watching TV and fall asleep every now and 

then. That disturbs my process of trying to turn the clock and being able to fall asleep 



15 

 

reasonably early in the night. This is the hardest part I have to deal with after working nights.” 

– Participant 6 

 

Managing sleeping problems 

The participants that experienced sleeping problems had different ways of 

managing them. Some reported that working night shifts created sleeping problems for 

the days after the last night shift. To get their circadian rhythm on track they would 

occasionally take sleeping pills: 

“Sometimes there are periods when I just cannot sleep. Then I need help to get out of it 

and take sleeping pills.” – Participant 1 

 “It is not that I have sleeping difficulties after night shifts per se, but night shifts 

created problems for other nights, after the period has ended. Then I do sometimes need to take 

sleeping pills just to being able to sleep.” – Participant 6 

 Other participants tried to sleep during the day to catch up on their sleep 

by taking naps on the couch, not setting an alarm, sleep for a longer time or resting as 

much as possible during the day.  They also used earplugs when they slept after a 

night shift to prevent waking up due to noises.  

 Another strategy used was to stay up for 24 hours straight, after sleepless 

nights, to turn the clock. Working out was also helpful to avoid sleeping problems: 

 “Working out helps, I become more tired. Although I don´t work out before I go 

to sleep after a night shift but if I work out the day before it is easier to fall asleep.” – 

Participant 2 

The overall effects  

The theme covers the overall night work experience among night shift 

workers.  

The night shift experiences  

The effects of night shifts 

Most of the men recognized that working nights had its disadvantage. Some 
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noticed that their sleep was more irregular and some stated that it was easier to become 

depressed and that it affects both body and mind negatively: 

“It [night shifts] wears out the body and you can feel that it is not healthy to be awake at 

night.”  -Participant 1 

The participants described how tired they could get at work at night and it was 

easier to make mistakes: 

“It is easier to make a mistake at night because it is in the middle of the night. You don´t 

think as clearly. I find it especially hard around three or four o´clock. After that you begin to be 

more alert again. You don´t become smarter by being awake at night.” – Participant 1 

 “People´s problem solving skills are not at all at the same level at a night shift 

compared to when they sleep when they are actually supposed to sleep. You just don´t think as 

much [at night].” – Participant 7 

 Those that did not have a problem with sleeping after night shifts 

reported that the downside of night shifts was that a big part of the day disappeared 

and that they were generally more tired than other people. The night shift experience 

was described in following words: 

“Since I can sleep easily in most situations, I do not notice any remarkable change after 

working nights. The advantages on working night shifts to me would be that I love sleeping and 

it is easy for me to fall asleep whenever I wat to.” – Participant 2 

 “It [night shifts] doesn´t affect me that much because we don´t work for more than 2-3 

nights in a row.” – Participant 5 

Participant shared his thoughts on how to make night shifts work:  

“If you sleep well even when you work a morning or an afternoon shift, it works fine 

with night shifts” –Participant 7 

The participants agreed that if the nights were not too busy, the atmosphere in 

the workplace was calmer than on the morning or afternoon shifts since there were less 

people around and the bosses were not present.  
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Discussion 

The aim of this study was to investigate night workers´ sleep experience.  

The main results of the study were that some participants reported a good 

quality sleep, some even reporting that their best sleep was after a night shift. The men 

experienced longer sleep duration after night shifts than normally, although some of 

them did not feel well rested after waking up. Many participants experienced some 

sort of sleeping problems such as, difficulty falling asleep, woke up often, difficulty in 

shifting the circadian rhythm back to normal, woke up feeling unrested and felt more 

tired in general. Some men reported lack of concentration and making more mistakes 

during night shifts. Most of the men used similar methods for preparing for a night 

shift, such as staying up longer the night before, sleeping longer the day before the first 

night shift and napping before the night shift began.  

The fact that many of the participants reported a good quality sleep is 

surprising when compared to other studies where night shift workers have shown to 

have low sleep quality. Most of these studies do however compare night shift workers 

to other shifts workers, such as morning shifts and evening shifts (Puerta et al. (2017); 

Ferri et al. (2016) & Menezes et al. (2004)). According to Juda, Vetter and Roenneberg 

(2013) sleep quality also depends on workers´ chronotype, as earlier chronotypes get a 

shorter sleep and experience sleep disturbances when they have worked a night shift 

and the same applies for later chronotypes when they work the morning shifts. 

For the participants who slept worse, they either slept lightly or heavily, but 

they all felt that they were not well rested. These participants were all more negative 

towards night shifts compared to the participants that reported a good quality sleep. 

For some of the participants, the sleep could be interrupted without it affecting their 

overall sleep quality. The sleep quality could also be disturbed if the night had been 

hectic.  

Some participants reported longer, or same, sleep duration after night shifts. 

These results are also surprising since many other studies have shown that night shift 

workers´ sleep duration is shorter (Åkerstedt, 2001b; Fischer et al., 1997; Ferri et al., 

2016). The study by Gómez-García et al. (2016) does however support this finding 
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where it shows that rotating shift nurses experience a longer sleep duration compared 

to nurses on other shifts. Chung et al. (2013) came to similar results as well and offer an 

explanation that rotating shift workers might know that their shifts induce more 

irregular sleep and might therefore be able to plan their sleep better. The study by 

Fischer et al. (1997) however shows that night shift workers´ sleep quantity is shorter 

compared to the workers´ other workdays and their days off. Vitale, Varrone-Ganesh 

and Vu (2015) show that night shift nurses have a difficulty getting more than a few 

hours of sleep after having worked for 2-3 nights and according to Ferri et al. (2016) 

night shift nurses had a shorter sleep duration compared to day shift nurses. As for 

sleep quality, sleep duration is affected by individuals´ chronotype, according to Juda, 

Vetter and Roenneberg (2013).  

When preparing for the first night shift, all the participant wanted to be as well 

rested as possible. Most of the participant had similar methods to prepare for a night 

shift. They stayed up longer the night before, slept in and/or took naps before the shift 

began. Some also worked out before the shift. 

The sleeping problems that the participants experienced were mostly difficulty 

falling asleep and/or staying asleep. This was brought on by noises, light, heat or 

bathroom needs and was sometimes influenced by seasons. The noises, lights and heat 

were associated with summers and affected both participants´ ability to fall asleep and 

staying asleep. The sleep for most of the participants could be disturbed because of 

other family members, especially young children in the early morning. This was 

especially the case during summertime when there was more movement, both within 

the house and outside. In the wintertime all the participants reported being more tired 

compared to summertime. It might be easier to fall asleep, but they experienced more 

tiredness on the way home from work and when the woke up. The difference that the 

participants felt between seasons can be explained by the circadian rhythms which are 

affected by light (Norman, 2001). Another interesting result was the disruption night 

shifts could have on free time as a participant had a hard time falling asleep some 

nights when he had vacations. When the participant looked at his work schedule, he 

noticed that he should be working a night shift. This can be seen as an extreme case of 

circadian misalignment.   
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The problems that the participants had are well documented in other studies 

(Menezes et al. 2004; Jahromi, Moattari & Sharif, 2013; Puerta et al., 2017). Nigh shift 

worker on offshore oil and gas installations reported problems such as difficulties 

falling asleep, waking up often, experiencing short sleep episodes, irregular bed times 

and feeling tired after waking up (Menezes et al. 2004) and nigh shift nurses in Iran 

report to having poor physical and psychological health as a result from stress and 

insomnia (Jahromi, Moattari & Sharif, 2013). Nigh shift nurses can also be obsessed 

with sleep and with not getting enough sleep after night shifts and are more prone to 

sleep disorder (Puerta et al., 2017).   

It took the participants 1-3 days to shift their circadian rhythm back to normal 

after having worked 2-3 night shifts. Some were able to do it in one day, or whenever 

they felt like it, but others struggled with it but managed to do it in 2-3 days. Vitale, 

Varrone- Ganesh and Vu´s (2015) study reports that night shift nurses experience sleep 

difficulties on their days off and struggle to get back to a normal routine.  

Having to work an evening shift in the same 24 hours as the last night shift, 

helped some participants in the process of shifting their circadian rhythm back. Others 

still had a hard time falling asleep after the evening shift and tended to sleep longer the 

next day. Knaut (2007) does however not recommend fast changeovers like this, that is 

to go from a night shift to an evening shift in the same 24 hours.  

Some participants reported to occasionally taking sleeping medication when 

they needed help to manage their sleep. They described it either as “periods” that 

occur where it is impossible to get some sleep or needing to take sleeping medication 

for the nights after the night shift period, to help shifting the circadian rhythm. In the 

study by Puerta et al. (2017) more use of sleeping pills is observed among night shifts 

workers than morning and evening shift workers. Others managed their sleeping 

problems by napping during the day to catch up on their sleep, using earplugs, 

working out and not setting an alarm clock to sleep longer after a night shift. The most 

extreme case to shift the circadian rhythm was to stay awake for 24 hours.  

As for the long-term effects of night shifts the participants have noticed that 

their sleep is irregular, and they felt that is was not healthy as it affected them 
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negatively psychologically and physically. Some participants stated that it was easier 

to make mistakes at night and that the mind was not as sharp as during the daytime. 

Night shift affects cognitive performances as a result from circadian misalignment, 

which night shift workers often have (Chellappa, Morris & Scheer, 2018). Chellappa, 

Morris and Scheer (2018) compared the same workers´ cognitive performance during a 

night shift and a day shift and their attention was severely affected. Glenville, 

Broughton, Wing and Wilkinson (1978) showed similar results where the effects of one 

night´s sleep deprivation were tested. They tested for choice reaction time, simple 

reaction time, short-term memory and handwriting (motor task). The results were 

impaired choice reaction time and simple reaction time. 

Some participants felt the disadvantages of night shifts were that big parts of 

the days disappeared and that they were more tired than other people in general. 

Others claimed that night shifts don´t affect their sleep so much since they either find it 

easy to sleep and love sleeping or that the fact that they only work 2-3 nights makes it 

manageable. Knauth´s (2007) recommendations are a good checklist for the “dos and 

don´ts” of shift schedule planning. One of her recommendations is that night shifts 

should be isolated since the workers´ rhythm often shift after three nights of work and 

should therefore not be more than three nights in a row. A participant felt that if he 

was able to sleep well during other shifts, then the night shifts do not affect one so 

badly.    

This study gives clarity to the night workers´ night shift preparation, sleep 

quality, sleeping problems, getting back to a normal rhythm, management of sleep and 

the overall effects of night work. Future researchers should consider comparing night 

shift workers´ chronotype with their sleep quality and quantity after night shifts as 

Juda, Vetter and Roenneberg (2013) show in their study.  

The study did however not show the night shift workers´ sleep comparison 

between shifts, although that information was occasionally volunteered. Future 

researches could evaluate the difference between the workers´ shifts and their sleep 

quality, quantity and sleeping problems.  
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Methodological considerations 

A qualitative method was chosen for this study to get a deeper under-

standing of night workers´ sleep experiences. Qualitative research produces in-depth 

explanations on individual´s experiences by interviewing them and observing their be-

haviour (Kuper, Reeves & Levinson, 2008). Qualitative approach attempts to answer 

the questions “why?” and “how” (Graneheim & Lundman, 2003) and explores people´s 

real life behaviour and allows the study participants to speak their mind for them-

selves (Kuper, Reeves & Levinson, 2008). The participants were asked predetermined 

interview questions but were encouraged to speak freely about anything and every-

thing about their sleep experiences. That way the researcher got a richer understanding 

of the phenomena being studied.  After analysing the content with a qualitative content 

analysis, important aspects of the participants´ experiences were identified with the 

help of comparing the data and coding and categorizing. 

The findings of the study can be applied to other night shift workers to some 

degree. The difference in shift schedules would likely affect results. This study only 

included men which can affect the transferability. Men are in the majority of shift 

workers in the company and the researcher was referred to participants by other 

participants. The difference in age, ethnicity and education level of the participants, as 

well as the difference in years working night shifts could affect transferability and 

credibility (Graneheim & Lundman, 2003). 

The researcher´s preunderstanding of night shifts and sleep was that night 

shifts are bad for the health and cause sleeping disorders. This preconception was 

written down before the interviews took place and was kept in mind throughout the 

data analysis to increase reflexivity and prevent bias (Malterud, 2001).  

The participants were all asked the same questions, with the exception of some 

follow up questions, which would increase dependability (Graneheim & Lundman, 

2003). 

The studies limitations were that the participants were all men. It would have 

strengthened the transferability to include some women. In retrospect the researcher 

would have liked to include questions about the participants´ chronotype to see if that 

affected their sleep quality and quantity.  
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The strength of the study was that the researcher was able to do the data 

analysis over a short period of time which prevented big changes in the researcher´s 

decisions and thinking, which would increase dependability.  

 

 

Conclusions 

 The study shows that not all night shift workers have a bad sleep quality 

and the duration of sleep is not always shorter. Some night shift workers had better 

sleep quality after a night shift and slept longer as well. All participants noticed a 

difference in sleep quality and quantity between summer- and wintertime, with it 

being worse in the summertime. Most night workers prepared for a night shift in some 

way, for example by staying awake longer the night before. Some night shift worker 

had a hard time turning the clock around after a nigh shift period while others did not 

have a problem with it.  

The study helps to shed light on nigh shift workers´ sleep experiences 

and can be useful for shift schedule planners and public health promoters. The 5-shift 

schedule system should be researched further since the results of sleep quality and 

sleep duration are not consistent with many other studies. It would be beneficial to 

research 5-shifts further to evaluate if that shift system is more optimal for sleep 

quality and quantity than other rotating shift schedules. Effective health promotion 

and prevention programs for shift workers should also be researched further by public 

health professionals, as Bajraktarov et al. (2011) and Ferri et al. (2016) suggest. 
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Appendix 1 

Interview guide  

 

 
 

 

1. How long have you worked night shifts? 

2. How many night shifts do you work in a row? 

3. How do you prepare before a night shift? 

4. How is the quality of your sleep after a night shift? 

5. How do night shifts affect the duration of your sleep after working nights? 

6. Does night work affect your sleep when you are not working night shifts? 

How? 

7. How long does it take for your sleep to recover after a period of night shifts? 

8. Do you sometimes wake up earlier than planned/preferred? Why (noise, bright 

outside, no reason)? 

9. Do you feel a difference between seasons regarding for example sleep quality, 

quantity or sleeping problems? 

10. Do you use any specific methods or medicine to fall asleep after night shifts? If 

yes, what? 

11. How do you feel night shifts affect your sleep, overall? Pros – cons? 

 



 

 

 

Appendix 2 

Letter of consent  

 

 

   

   
 

 

 

 

Letter of consent 
Magisteruppsats i hälsovetenskap 

 

 

 

2018.02.28 

 

 

You are being invited to participate in a research study on night worker´s sleep 

experience. In particular how night shifts affect the sleep and how night workers 

handle it. 

 

This research will require about 30 minutes of your time. During this time, you will be 

interviewed. The interview will take place wherever you prefer and will be recorded. 

 

There are no risks nor benefits for you to participate except that you get to share your 

experience on your night shifts and sleep. 

 

Your identity will be protected. After the interview the recording will be deleted as 

soon as it has been typed up in a computer. The typed interview will not mention your 



 

 

 

 

 

name and any identifying information from the interview will be removed. The 

researcher will be the only one with access to the interviews. 

 

Your participation is voluntary, and you may choose to stop your participation at any 

time. You may also choose not to answer any question you don´t want to answer. 

 

This research will be read by teachers at Mittuniversitet, the researcher´s supervisor 

and other students. You may contact the researcher if you are interested in reading the 

results of the study.     

 

 

I have read the above information regarding this research study on the Sleep 

experiences among night shift workers and consent to participate in this study. 

 

 

__________________________________________ (Printed Name) 

 

__________________________________________ (Signature) 

 

__________________________________________ (Date) 

 

 

 

 

 

 


