
 

    First Responders – Responding to Sleep Disruptions 

Sleep: “Friend or Foe?” 

Do you have trouble falling asleep after a long shift, but you’re always tired? Have you gotten in the 
habit of taking a “sleep aid” in order to catch a few ZZZ’s?  While many Cops will answer yes to these 
questions, the scary reality is that sleep deprivation can be Enemy #1 for Cops. 

In Margate, Florida, Officer Francine Murphy was working the night shift when she ran a red light and 
crashed into a van, seriously injuring the driver. Murphy admitted later that she was exhausted from 
lack of sleep.  In Cincinnati, Ohio, Officer Donald Scalf was driving home from a midnight shift when he 
fell asleep at the wheel, and struck a 45-year-old jogger, killing him. There are hundreds of these stories. 

The fact is, fatigue decreases attentiveness, impairs physical and cognitive functioning, diminishes the 
ability to deal with challenges, and sets up a vicious cycle: fatigue decreases your ability to deal with 
stress and stress decreases your ability to deal with fatigue. 

For those who do use a sleep aid, alcohol appears to be the popular choice; 11 percent of adults said 
they used alcohol, beer or wine at least a few nights a month, 9 percent used over-the-counter sleep 
aids, 7 percent said they used prescription medications. (NSF 2005 Sleep in America poll) 

People who are already hypertensive may increase their risk of heart attack or stroke if they fail to get 
adequate sleep. Shift workers are 30 - 50 percent more likely to develop heart disease than day workers 
in the same industry.  How do we avoid being a part of these statistics? 

Tips for Healthy Sleep Hygiene 

1) Develop a sleep ritual to let your body know to prepare for bed. Include things that you enjoy and 
that relax you. Listen to relaxing music, read a book for 15 minutes, or have a cup of caffeine-free tea. 
Relaxation techniques such as stretching, yoga, and deep breathing may also help relieve anxiety, 
reduce muscle tension, and allow you to fall asleep more easily. 

2) Stay away from caffeine, nicotine and alcohol at least 4 - 6 hours before bed. Caffeine and nicotine 
are stimulants that interfere with your ability to fall asleep, and stay asleep. Although alcohol may help 
you fall asleep, it significantly interferes with the quality of your sleep and often makes you wake up 
more in the second half of the night. While Nyquil will undoubtedly put you to sleep, commonly 



reported side effects of Nyquil include pain, emotional distress, high blood pressure, fatigue, stress and 
anxiety. 

3) Get up and go to bed the same time every day. 

4) Refrain from exercise at least 2 hours before bedtime. 

5) Only use your bed for the three “S” activities. The bed should be for sleep, sickness, and…intimacy 
only. It is best to leave all other activities for elsewhere.  

6) Optimize your sleep environment. Make sure your bed and bedroom are quiet and comfortable. If 
you live in a noisy area, earplugs & heavy curtains may help. Make sure your room is completely dark 
and the temperature of your room is just right. An uncomfortable mattress or bedding can also interfere 
with sleep.  

Your health, happiness, productivity and even safety depend on how well you meet your body’s need for 
rest and sleep quality. Consider sleep habits as important as your diet and exercise. 

Some natural over- the- counter sleep aids that may be used as substitutes to the nightcap or the Nyquil 
include Valerian, Chamomile and Melatonin.  

One last sure fire way to reset your system to move easily into a good sleep cycle is to sync up the mind 
and body through changing your heart rate variability. Believe it or not, it’s as easy as 1-2-3! When the 
heart rate is in what is called an ‘incoherent pattern,’ it sends a stress signal to the brain which makes it 
hard to down-regulate into a calmer state. Get into your “sleep zone” by changing the message from the 
heart to the brain, here’s how:  

1. Once you’re in bed, settled in, shift your attention to your chest, to the heart area. 
2. Breathe into the heart area, noticing the rise and fall of your chest with each breath, 
3. Now, let yourself think of something in your life you are grateful for or happy about. Feel the 

sense of gratitude while you breathe in and out your chest are. In a matter of moments you will 
be relaxing and shifting your physiology to a good nights sleep.  

4. If you wake up sooner than later…simply repeat the process. It works! 

For more information about getting in the zone for sound sleep and other benefits of managing your 
heart rate variability for peak performance visit www.heartmath.com  

This article referenced from Carvalko, Debbie (2001. July 8) Sleep Deprivation: 'Public Enemy Number 1' for Cops. 
Retrieved from http://www.theppsc.org/Archives/NightShift.Survival/Tired_Cops.htm and The National Sleep 
Foundation’s ‘Healthy Sleep Tips.’ Retrieved from http://sleepfoundation.org/sleep-tools-tips/healthy-sleep-tips 
and expanded on by LT. Calderwood, Carlsbad Police Department, & Dr. Sara Gilman, LMFT, Peer Support 
Consultant* 

*If you have difficulties with sleep or other issues impacting your peak performance at work; contact YOUR 
Team of Mental Health Counselors at Coherence Associates @ 760.942.8663 for a confidential discussion.  


