
 

Feeling groggy in the afternoon? Here's how
to nap the right way

August 24 2024, by Albert Stumm

  
 

  

Kendra King sits on her sofa in her home in Philadelphia on July 26, 2024.
Credit: Deenah J. Leh via AP

Now that she's working from home, Kendra King takes an early
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afternoon nap on most days, typically for about 20 to 30 minutes.

"A lot of times, I don't go in with the intention of taking a nap, but
instead to lay down and rest," said King, a writer in Philadelphia. "Then I
end up drifting off and wake up feeling energized and fresh to continue
on my day."

King didn't realize she had settled naturally into the napping routine that
sleep experts recommend. Or that researchers say short naps improve 
motor skills, enhance memory and boost creativity, even though she has
felt it.

"I'm definitely more creative after napping," she said.

That's because so-called power naps lasting less than 30 minutes allow
the brain to rest in a way that makes you more alert, experts say. The
naps are not so long that you slip into deeper sleep that would leave you
groggy after waking up.

"We know it's an easy, helpful way to quickly boost your alertness, your
concentration, your productivity, your creativity and your mood. It's a
royal flush," said James Maas, who spent 48 years studying sleep as a
Cornell University professor.

Where naps fit into the circadian rhythm
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Sleep researcher James Maas sits in his office in Charlevoix, Michigan, on July
27, 2024. Credit: Nancy N. Maas via AP

Maas, author of "Sleep for Success! Everything You Must Know About
Sleep But are Too Tired to Ask," said nearly everyone experiences an
afternoon lull in their energy. It comes down to the body's circadian
rhythm, which includes two periods of drowsiness every 24 hours, once
at night and again between about 2 and 4 p.m.

In a typical night, people go through several 90-minute sleep cycles
spread over five stages, from light to deep sleep, with the deepest falling
toward the middle. Daytime sleep follows the same cycle, which is why
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Maas doesn't recommend hourlong naps. Waking up from such deep
sleep can take up to an hour to return to normal, thanks to what's called
sleep inertia.

Shorter naps only include stage-two sleep, which is particularly helpful
for alertness and memory, said Sara Mednick, a sleep researcher at
University of California-Irvine.

"It's like putting yourself into low-power mode just for a little bit and
letting your body recuperate," said Mednick, author of "Take a Nap!
Change Your Life."

Her research has found that naps work better than caffeine and a placebo
to improve cognitive functioning. In fact, that afternoon cup of coffee is
the least effective of all three.

"We showed better effects with the placebo on performance than with
the caffeine," she said. "So if you think you're getting caffeine, you're
going to perform better than if you actually get caffeine."
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A beachgoer takes a nap on Fort Lauderdale beach, Thursday, Dec. 22, 2022, in
Fort Lauderdale, Fla. Credit: AP Photo/Marta Lavandier, File

How to start

Find a quiet, dark and cool space and set a timer for 15 or 20 minutes,
which is a good starting point until you see how your body adjusts.

Even if you feel like you haven't slept, you still get benefits, Mednick
said. People don't feel like they are asleep until they have reached
deeper, slow-wave sleep in stage three.

"Your brain is still alerting you to the world around you when you're in
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stage-two sleep," she said. "But that doesn't necessarily mean that you're
not getting the benefits of sleep."

Experts say short naps don't interfere with nighttime sleep, as long as
they're not too late in the day. Aim for taking a nap around 6 or 7 hours
after waking up, and try to nap at the same time every day.

Mednick recommended saving longer naps for the weekends, or when
you have time to sleep a full 90 minutes. After about half an hour, you
enter slow-wave sleep, which helps the body repair muscle tissue. REM,
or rapid-eye movement, sleep comes at the end of the cycle; it's
associated with fanciful dreams and helps process emotions.

The only people who should avoid napping are those who have trouble
sleeping at night, Maas said. Senior citizens in particular should be
vigilant because they tend to nap for too long during the day.
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People lie sprawled out at the base of the iconic Monument to the Revolution to
take a nap, in Mexico City on March 15, 2024, in commemoration of World
Sleep Day. Credit: AP Photo/Fernando Llano, File
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A traveler takes a nap as he waits for a ride outside Miami International Airport,
Friday, July 1, 2022, in Miami. Credit: AP Photo/Wilfredo Lee, File

Don't like napping?

Mednick's research also has shown that napping is not for everyone.
About half the people she has tested didn't get anything out of it.

"I'd say to those people who really don't like to nap, 'Listen to your
body.'"

© 2024 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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