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TRAVEL FATIGUE AND JET LAG 
 

International travel presents potential challenges, particularly for the high-performance athlete.  This is 

primarily due to physiological disturbances associated with air travel, where multiple time zones are 

crossed in a relatively short period of time.  The challenge is that the internal body clock (known as 

circadian time), which governs basic bodily functions such as body temperature and sleep/wake cycles, 

is no longer synchronized with the new local destination clock.  Many athletes deal with many time zone 

shifts and endure multiple flight segments.   

 

Critical circadian time refers to the natural fluctuations in energy, fatigue and mental sharpness that 

occur during the day.  Understanding the peaks and lows of these changes will allow you to predict 

when you will be most tired, most alert and ready for training when you arrive at your destination.  With 

this information you can eat and consume caffeinated drinks strategically, as well as assess why you are 

tired and/or unable to sleep until you recover from jet lag or make a full circadian adjustment. 

 

The circadian peaks and lows are as follows:  

 The absolute low in the biological clock is between 2 and 4 a.m.;  

 The afternoon circadian low is between 2 and 4 p.m.; and,  

 The periods of highest alertness are mid-morning and early evening. 

 

Key points when first arriving in new time zone, using the example of travelling from Ontario to Europe: 

 E.g. 4 a.m. Toronto time (biological low) might corresponds to 10:00am in Europe. Expect to be 

tired. This is a bad time to push training – you should wait until your body has adjusted, but it is 

okay to go for light exercise and expose your body to sunlight. 

 E.g. 4 p.m. Toronto time might correspond to 10pm European time, so going to sleep should be 

easier, but you may have broken sleep for a few nights. 

 12:00 a.m. European time will correspond to a period of high alertness (6 p.m. Toronto time), 

which is why some athletes will suffer from disrupted sleep until they adjust. 

 

Symptoms associated with travel fatigue and jet lag includes: inability to sleep at the current local time, 

loss of appetite, general bowel irregularities, poor mental concentration, transient disorientation, and 

decreased physical performance.  Recent research (2002) monitoring Olympic athletes travelling 

eastward over multiple time zones suggests great variability in response between athletes and thus 

underscores the importance for establishing individualized coping strategies based on previous travel 

experience.  Strategies and early planning will be of great help in minimizing the impact of body clock 

disturbances. These are best organized into checklists, which focus on before, during, and after travel. 

 

Before 

 Develop and test travel plans well in advance; 

o Consider time zone changes if staging in an alternative site outside of Competition site; 

and, 

o Minimize stop-overs and eliminate other travel hassles. 

 Minimize sleep debt prior to travel: Get on the plane in a well-rested state!  This is very 

important; and, 
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 For each time zone cross assume 1-day for complete acclimatization to jet lag and other 

stressors including heat and humidity (variability reflects individual responses). 

 

During Flight 

 Stretch often with a modified static stretch and regularly walk the aisles to avoid stiffness and 

swelling in the extremities; 

 Research airfare categories to see if upgrades are possible;  

 Ensure that all nutritional requirements are planned for the long flight, and consider meal 

selection and timing to assist the body to begin synchronizing with new time zone; 

o Plan your meals for the day you are travelling.  If you need to sleep on the first leg of the 

journey then have a meal prior to boarding the flight and then decline and sleep 

through the in-flight meal 

o High-carbohydrate, low-protein meals just prior to the flight  can induce drowsiness and 

help you get to sleep 

o Athletes involved in weight category sports will need to plan their nutritional strategy 

for the journey 

o Ensure you drink plenty on the flight. The dry cabin environment means that fluid losses 

are higher.  Aim to drink around 1 cup (250 ml) per hour 

o Cabin pressure may simulate an altitude equal to 8,000 feet, which may cause a mild 

headache, but optimally hydrating will assist with this   

o You will need to purchase fruit juices and bottled water after security or take a clean 

water bottle that can be filled up after security 

o Avoid alcohol and fatty foods during the flight 

o Minimize caffeine to allow for better rest during the flight  

o Pack snacks that are high in carbohydrates, such as fruit, dry fruit, crackers, cereal bars, 

energy bars 

o Ensure you have activities to keep you entertained to avoid boredom eating 

o On arrival, eat according to the destination time to help your body adapt quickly to the 

new time zone, and maintain a high fluid intake to ensure hydration 

 Apply hand sanitizer routinely throughout the flight; 

 Adjust your watch to the local time when boarding the plane to reinforce the coming time zone 

changes; 

 Anticipate the flight sequences and time of arrival into the final time zone.  Try to time your 

sleep around the new time zone on your flights.  Ideally you arrive in your final time zone tired 

and ready to sleep by early evening.  STAY AWAKE UNTIL EARLY EVENING, do not arrive mid-day 

and sleep the rest of the day!  This will help set you into the new time zone feeling tired and 

ready for a good first night’s sleep. These strategies will advance your body’s conversion to the 

new clock;  

 Anecdotal reports suggest that compression socks may help reduce swelling in the lower 

extremities; a black eye mask helps to block cabin light; earplugs or noise cancellation 

headphones help drown engine sounds. 
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Arrival 

 Adapt to the local time zone immediately on arrival through Zeitgebers (this means ‘time givers’ 
in German). Zeitgebers are all around us providing natural clues to inform the body clock what 

time of day it is (examples of Zeitgebers include: daylight, activity, scheduled meals, social 

interaction, etc.); 

o Check into accommodations, shower, and accept the new time zone 

o Set waking, sleeping, meal and especially training times to synchronize with new time 

zone 

 The influence of natural (and artificial) bright light assists with advancing the body clock to the 

new time zone. If arriving earlier in the day, consider light activity outside to gain the Zeitgebers; 

 Avoid daytime napping during the first few days, as this can anchor your biological clock to your 

previous time zone.  However, catnaps of 20 to 30 minutes are fine if you are feeling very 

fatigued; and, 

 Reducing the volume, intensity, and duration of training during the initial days will help adjust to 

the new time zone and other environmental stressors. 

o Plan to train in the late afternoon or evening during the first days 

o Avoid caffeinated teas and coffees in the evening to ensure a good night’s sleep 

 

Pharmacological Prevention of Jet Lag 

If athletes are considering medicinal or naturopathic prophylactic measures to offset jet lag, please 

discuss this well in advance with your team doctor to assist with appropriate planning. 


