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What is Jet lag? 
Jet lag (or desynchronosis) is a temporary state of confusion and disruption when one travels across three or more 
time-zones on long-haul transmeridian flights. The internal circadian rhythm (body clock) gets temporarily 
misaligned with the external 24-hour light/dark cycle at the destination. With the time-zone shift, the timing of the 
internal melatonin onset and CBTmin rhythm need to adapt (shift earlier or later) to keep up with the rapid 
light/dark change. 
 
Travel fatigue is a temporary exhaustion and follows any long journey, including car-, bus- and train trips. It 
follows a period of prolonged inactivity, irregular sleep, restricted food choices, dehydration, and other factors 
associated with long-distance travel. 
 
Important facts to keep in mind 

  

Why is travel direction important? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Worst going East! 

• Flying East leads to more severe and longer-lasting jet 
lag 

• Flying West delays the day = shift body clock backward 
• Flying East advance the day = shift body clock forward 

 
How long does it take to recover? 

• Traveling East ~1½ days per time-zone  
• Traveling West ~1 day per time-zone 

 
Direction of travel 
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Travel demands  
Individuals often need to travel to various global locations for vacation, business or as an athlete to train and/or 
compete at international events. The voyage may include high-speed aircraft over vast distances and crossing 
numerous time-zones. The subsequent travel fatigue and/or jet lag one experiences influence bodily functions 
(sleep disruption, decreased concentration and alertness, change in regularity of stools, to name but a few) and 
physical performance. 
 

 

 
Interventions to manage jet lag: 1-3 
Non-pharmacological 
• Light  

ü Generally, exposure in the early evening and the first part of the night (at your home time, not destination 
time) will delay the body-clock following westward travel, but the extent of the delay will depend on how 
many time-zones one crossed. 

ü Generally, exposure in the second half of the night and the early morning (at your home time, not 
destination time) will advance the body clock following eastward travel, but the extent of the delay will 
depend on how many time-zones one crossed. 

ü The above two points of light application are general advice, but the timing of application will be affected 
by the number of time-zones crossed.  

ü Avoid exposure to blue light shortly before bedtime (i.e. laptops, tablets, TVs, LED, etc.). 
• Sleep 

ü Optimise the amount and quality of sleep. 
ü Perform quiet activities before going to sleep (e.g. reading). 
ü Sleep in a quiet and comfortable room. 
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• Food and hydration 
ü Keep a disciplined approach to food and hydration (avoid exotic and spicy meals). 
ü Shift meal times to that of the new destination time. 
ü Avoid caffeinated drinks close to bedtimes as it can increase alertness. 

• Exercise 
ü Exercise sessions should be low intensity for the first few days after a long flight.  
ü It has not been proven when, how much and what type of exercise is needed to effectively reset the body 

clock.  
ü One can strategically plan the timing of training as per the strategy for light exposure. 

 
Pharmacological 
• Melatonin4 

ü A hormone that plays a role in the natural sleep-wake cycle. It promotes sleep and can help reset the body 
clock.  

ü Take note of the timing of consumption and the dose, its legal status in different countries and World Anti- 
Doping Agency (WADA) rules.5 

• Sedatives  
ü Use sleeping tablets, e.g. Zolpidem® to improve sleep, but only if tolerated before. 

• Stimulants  
ü These can be used, e.g. slow-release caffeine early morning at the new destination time.  
ü Avoid stimulants (caffeine, nicotine, alcohol) before bedtime. 

 
Questions 
 
1. What is required to overcome jet lag? Resynchronisation. 
2. Why is travel direction important? The timing of the application of interventions will differ. Flying east is more 

difficult. 
3. What are the best interventions according to evidence-based literature? Sleep and light. 
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