
This document is a free resource provided by The Leadership Academy of 
Barcelona [LAB]. It was originally produced as Chapter 8 in the book, 
Sustaining Executive Performance (Pearson, 2015. ISBN: 0-13-398700-0) 

For more details on the book, see: www.mysep.net 

Check out sleep·LAB at: thelabcn.com/sleeplab 

 

  



Sustaining Executive Performance (Pearson, 2015. ISBN: 0133987000) mysep.net 

© The Leadership Academy of Barcelona [LAB] 2007-2017 1	

recover 
Sleep that knits up the ravell’d sleave of care, The death of each day’s life, sore labour’s bath, Balm of 

hurt minds, great nature’s second course, Chief nourisher in life’s feast.  

—William Shakespeare (Macbeth)  

“Much of our focus is on the sustainability of the plane, yet many of our decisions are affected by how 

sustainable the pilot is!” I was sitting in the main hall of IMD Business School in Lausanne, Switzerland, 

listening to the story of Solar Impulse, an initiative started by Bertrand Piccard and André Borschberg to 

build the world’s first solar-powered airplane to fly nonstop around the world. Millions of euros invested, 

dozens of sponsors, pioneering innovations in aircraft construction, composites, adhesives, and energy 

efficiency, both pushed and limited by who we are as human beings. New-age design created, and 

limited, by our own human design.  

So how many times do we push ahead in the world of business, in whatever domain, yet neglect 
the basic human needs that will indeed make or break the success of the venture? For a nonstop 
flight around the world, in an aircraft that is as light as possible, with the cockpit as small as possible, 
how can the pilot move? Go to the toilet? Sleep? Depriving oneself of sleep for 24 hours can result 
in hallucinations, or at the very best result in a vastly compromised mental ability—not ideal when 
Bertrand, the first man to circumnavigate the globe in a hot air balloon, is expected to cope with 
any matter of unexpected occurrences and react at a moment’s notice. The armed forces carry a 
book with them at all times that informs them of the decrease in performance with sleep 
deprivation. More conventional aviation pilots often enjoy the use of a nap pod in the cockpit, and 
professional sportsmen and women count recovery as one of the key things in their life—
transforming what looks like a part-time commitment to their graft regarding the total hours spent 
on the field or in training—to an all-consuming craft that affects choices related to any activity, no 
matter how small. Recovery is a key aspect of performance in all. But in business? All but forgotten. 

The Universal Law of Stress and Recovery  

The point of departure for a deeper consideration of recovery is the fact that we are rhythmic 

beings. Recovery doesn’t exist in isolation; rather we mix, or switch, between some mode of work 
(in its broader sense) and recovery. We breathe in and out, are awake during the day (normally!) 
and asleep at night; oxygenated and deoxygenated blood is pumped around our body. But too 
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much work and the system doesn’t function. In the context of business, this can lead to suboptimal 
performance and even burnout. Maybe you’ve seen it in a colleague—it’s not a nice thing to see. 
But neither is too much recovery a good thing. On a muscular level, if you’ve had the misfortune to 
break a bone in your body, for example, if the muscle is not used, it will atrophy. In the 
management domain also, we sometimes need an edge to perform, something that elite sport has 
used to its advantage for years, whether that be the stress of an approaching competition or a rival 
competitor who pushes performance to new levels.  

A deadline is a simple example of stress being applied to a work situation. “Stretch-goals” are 
another, which may be used strategically to improve output, yet are unlikely to work if used on a 
continual basis. The well-known U.S. composer of West Side Story, Leonard Bernstein once noted:  

Two elements are required to do great things, a plan, and not quite enough time.  

The lack of time therefore pushes us to perform beyond what we may normally achieve. From my 
innovation work, I am also convinced that innovation works best with constraints, driving surprising 
and creative solutions. For example, considering the budget available for company innovation, Steve 
Jobs once noted, “Innovation has nothing to do with how many R&D dollars you have. When 
Apple came up with the Mac, IBM was spending at least 100 times more on R&D.” Yet living with 
constant constraints could lead to a downward spiral of disengagement and lower performance. 
The physical process of training is one where the stress that is placed on the body, whether on a 
cardiovascular or muscular level, is valuable only when it is followed by recovery. During recovery, 
the muscles grow stronger after the initial damage of the training, and the heart renews. Many 
modern heart rate monitors now give you a recovery time after your workout. I’m writing this part 
of Sustaining Executive Performance during one of those periods—22 hours after a hard half-
marathon race. Brain Rules author John Medina1 also showed that stress on a mental level, if 
controlled in quantity or exposure, is good for us. Performance and memory improves. We always 
remember stressful events in our life—for example, moving into a new house, getting married, the 
bereavement of a loved one, or attending a tough training course where we learned new things.  

Stress and recovery was a primary consideration in the initial development of the SEP program. 
Observing frequent attendance at such training courses by executives from around the world, but 
during which their day jobs didn’t stop, I saw the investment in mental stress on an organizational 
development level. However, I felt the lack of attention to the physical domain (stress and 
recovery), as well as the mental recovery necessary during which new knowledge would fully take 
hold, meant the full value of that investment wasn’t realized. The SEP stress-recovery matrix was 
then developed, shown in Figure 8.1.  

The matrix emphasizes that the employer will take care of the upper-right quadrant, but it is the 
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employee’s responsibility to continually invest in the other three. For example, physical training, 
sleep, and meditation are sample content areas that exist in the quadrants of physical stress, physical 
recovery, and mental recovery, respectively, and that sustain executive performance in the long 
term.  

So recovery makes stress valuable, and waves or rhythms allow us to control it. Following are two 
examples of the natural rhythms that form part of us all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.1: SEP stress-recovery matrix 

Consider first your heartbeat. In fact, place a hand on your heart and feel that for a few seconds. 
How often do you pay attention to it, or listen to it? That is the engine room of everything that you 
do. Every beat of that engine, which may beat up to 100,000 times per day, comes in the form of a 
wave. Pumping 2,000 gallons (7,500 liters) of blood in a 24-hour period, tiny electrical currents 
drive the waves of movement that form the beating of your heart. A small electrical shock is first 
produced by pacemaker cells at the top of your heart. This electrical activity travels down through 
the muscle, contracting and passing on the current from cell to cell. After each has fired, it becomes 
momentarily unable to do so again, as if exhausted and having a rest. This delay in cell excitability is 
called the refractory period, lasting between one-tenth and one-fifth of a second, and ensures that 
the electrical wave can pass only once through the muscle tissue, until the next electrical shock 
from the pacemaker cells starts the whole process again.  

In Chapter 5, “The New Self-Management,” we talked about the growing area of the quantified self, 
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and my heart rate was one of the first things I started to measure as a young athlete. These days, as 
well as the long-established heart rate monitors, you can use a variety of apps that can measure 
heart rate from the pulse measured through your index finger to the color of your face. Yet you 
can easily take this manually by placing two fingers, either on the underside of your wrist or at the 
side of your neck, on the carotid artery. Do you know what your normal resting heart rate is? Go 
ahead. Take your resting pulse right now.  

Count the beats over 10 seconds and multiply by 6. Your heartbeats per minute is your resting 
pulse (RHR) right now. So what do you have? 60? 70? 80? We are all different, so simply getting to 
know what is nor- mal for you is of value, because our resting pulse is a barometer of our present 
state. If you are tired, you may find the resting pulse at 5 beats above normal. If you experience 
something a bit more serious, such as a virus, it could be 10 beats above. This allows you to 
proactively manage your health, perhaps take some more sleeping time to fully recover if your RHR 
is high, which will prevent a dip in performance and having to take time off work further down the 
line. Elite athletes regularly monitor their resting pulse to gauge their recovery from hard training 
sessions and their readiness for another, often changing or even canceling a training session 
depending on the information received. I’m not saying that you should take your resting pulse 
before a key meeting and cancel that meeting if it is too high! Yet being more aware of it can give 
us valuable information.  

Returning to the number, we are all different, and women have a higher resting rate than men, but 
it will decrease with age (until it gets to zero, if you know what I mean!) and also with increased 
cardiovascular fitness. The fitter or stronger our heart becomes, the less hard it needs to work 
when at rest. My own resting pulse varies from the high 40/low 50 range in noncompetition time to 
low 40s when I’m in peak fitness. Generally speaking, a resting rate under 60 should be the aim, but 
don’t worry if the value you just measured was much higher! Your true resting comes first thing in 
the morning, upon waking. Getting into a habit of placing two fingers on your neck and measuring 
over a few seconds can tell you a little bit more about what’s going on—your tiredness, general 
health, or fitness progress.  

You can also try a simple exercise to see how quickly your heart rate will rise. You may have had a 
RHR of between 50 and 80 depending on age, fitness level, and other genetic factors, or you may 
have just had a few espressos! The next time you can try a simple exercise, such as climbing a few 
flights of stairs or even trying 10 squats, try the measure again. A good form squat is standing with 
your feet just a little wider than shoulder-width apart; raise your arms straight flat in front of you, 
and squat down as if sitting on a chair, then raise up to the original standing position.  

You will likely, very easily, rise above 100 beats. There are a couple of things I want to point out 
here: first, that squats are pretty hard and they are a great strength exercise that can rapidly 
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increase core strength in a short space of time (discussed in detail in Chapter 14). More 
importantly, I want to show that your heart rate will rise very easily on even the simplest exercise. 
On the positive side, by simply taking the stairs at every opportunity, your heart will get an 
important percentage of the weekly “work” it needs to remain healthy. By taking a few flights, you 
will easily find your heart rising above the 100 beats barrier. On the negative side, I also want to 
demonstrate that you will leave, very easily and often, your true resting heart rate which signifies 
real recovery. Just by going through our normal day, reading emails, stressing about a project, driving 
to work, our heart rate will rise. The danger then is that many of us go through our lives with our 
heart neither at the top levels where it is required to work to keep healthy, yet neither at the low 
levels, where real resting and recovery lies. This middle or “gray zone” is the real danger in a 
professional business life, neither working nor resting, neither fully on nor off. Part of my coaching 
work regards monitoring the heart rate of executives over the course of a day and using the more 
advanced measure of Heart Rate Variability (HRV). Sometimes the insight gained has been that the 
most stressful periods occur, not at work as one may expect, but at other times of the day—
commuting, or at home managing the tension between being with the family yet still connected to 
work. We discuss further factors related to our heart, in the context of physical fitness and weight 
management, in Chapter 14, “TRAIN.”  

The next example of waves is in our head. The now defunct U.S. company ZEO was one of the 
pioneers of the Quantified Self movement and brought electroencephalography (EEG) recording to 
the home market with its sleep monitoring device. I bought several of these on launch for my 
executive programs as well as for personal use. A typical graph of my own sleep from October 
2012 is shown in Figure 8.2.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.2: ZEO sleep graph 

There are several concepts I’d like to highlight with this graphic. First is the different phases of sleep 
that we experience. Rapid Eye Movement, or REM, sleep is the dream state. This is a shallow phase 
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of sleep, and some scientists believe it helps our mind to recover and put in order all the 
conversations, cases, and emails of a busy day—one of the possible reasons for having dreams. 
Deep sleep is when our body recovers from the physical exertions of the day and is characterized 
by a complete lack of physical movement during sleep. Light is the intermediary stage that connects 
REM and deep sleep. One aspect of deep sleep links the previous SEP element of MOVE to our 
present discussion on recovery. We commented in MOVE the sedentary traps that characterize an 
office- based life and the fact that just because we sit all day, it doesn’t mean that we don’t get tired. 
Yet the key is that we are often only mentally tired and not sufficiently physically tired. The result 
can often be, even if we spend 8 or 9 hours in bed, that we don’t get the requisite deep sleep, and 
we still feel tired upon waking. Sleep efficiency has been poor. This is another incentive to move 
more during the day. Research has shown that those who exercise more achieve a higher 
percentage of deep sleep.2 With more deep sleep, we recover more powerfully during the night 
and feel more refreshed upon waking.  

Another concept that we see in the ZEO graph is the movement between stages. It is not simply 
the case of achieving more deep sleep with longer sleeping time and moving toward a shallow state 
in the morning. Rather we move in and out of these phases, lighter and deeper, all the way through 
the night, with such sleep cycles lasting around 90 minutes. This is where the ZEO sleep graph is 
misleading, because REM sleep, a paradoxical phase of sleep that was discovered only in the 1950s 
by a graduate student named Eugene Aserinsky at the University of Chicago, comes at the end of 
the sleep cycle rather than at the beginning. It is paradoxical because it bears greater similarity (on 
the brain-wave level) to being awake than being asleep (see Figure 8.3). Indeed, leading sleep 
scientists have said a more accurate description for REM is that it is not sleep at all, rather a more 
primitive state where wakefulness is turned off rather than sleep being turned on: “like the 
screensaver mode on a computer.”3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.3: Brainwaves during each stage of the sleep-wake cycle 
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The sleep cycle (see Figure 8.4) begins with phases 1 and 2, light sleep, in which we spend about 
half the night. Brain waves are small and similar also to a drowsiness state. We then move into 
stages 3 and 4, deep sleep, which is characterized by large, slow waves. This takes a total of around 
10–20% of total sleep time and is loaded to the first few cycles of sleep where recovery is required, 
primarily on the cortical level of the brain. This is also affected by the length of prior wakefulness 
and the resultant homeostatic, or sleep, pressure—the longer we’ve been awake, the greater the 
pressure, and the greater need for recovery. After stage 4, around the 90-minute mark, we then 
enter the REM phase, which actually includes characteristics of both light and deep. Because the 
brain- waves are so similar to being awake, additional defining features are the eye movements and 
the fact that tension in the muscles around the chin and jaw disappears, which is not true in the 
other stages. REM takes around 20–25% of total sleep time, with more evident in the latter sleep 
cycles. Given the placement of REM and the fact that its percentage increases greatly if we 
oversleep, it is probably not as critical as generally assumed—certainly in comparison with deep 
sleep. It does play a more important role before we are born, with over half of our sleep time taken 
by REM—more than at any other time in our lives, around 8–10 hours—in the month or so before 
we are born. The world we are then born into takes over the stimulation our forming brains 
require.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.4: Sleep cycle (Hypnogram) for a normal adult 

So sleep is a process. We do not merely fall asleep or go to sleep; we go toward sleep. The 90- to 
100-minute rhythms that characterize our sleeping cycle can be interrupted by various factors, 
which then requires our sleeping process to start again.  

Shallow sleep at different points during the night also means it can be easy to wake up at different 
points, for example, due to some external noise. Raising awareness of such factors and, for instance, 
changing the location of our bedroom within our home, or even moving to another house, can lead 
to a more restful sleep. Brief awakening periods can account for around 5–10% of our total sleep 
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time. We are often not aware of such disturbances, yet our recovery is still compromised. REM is 
also characterized by a different type of stimulus toward awakening. Because it is not true sleep, our 
brains are still watchful to a certain degree, and we may awake easily given a meaningful word or 
noise (such as someone speaking your name) if even of a low volume, yet remain “asleep” with a 
louder noise, but one with no meaning, such as a train traveling past as part of a nightly route. 
Indeed, REM sleep has been compared to a submarine periodically surfacing to periscope depth in 
order to scan the environment.4  

The sleep cycle shows it to be a perfectly natural occurrence to awake during the night, and history 
shows us that people would generally sleep in two blocks of four rather than one large block.5 In 
the middle of the night, people would engage in different activities, and Shakespeare’s characters 
would indulge in their deep reflection, communicated to us through the soliloquies of his plays. The 
industrial revolution meant that work time was increasingly focused during daylight hours, and so 
we changed as a society, better planning our rest and taking our sleeping time in Robert Owen’s 
“middle 8.”  

So when you wake at night, accept it as a normal thing. Waking several times, on the other hand, is 
symptomatic of other issues, such as excessive stress and severe fatigue. So what do you do when 
you wake up? Try to get back to sleep, I suppose? Research has shown this may not be the right 
thing to do. Paradoxical intention (if I say, “think of anything apart from pink elephants,” what comes 
to mind?) shows us that actually trying to stay awake may be the better option. Researchers at the 
University of Virginia found that “the ironic effects of sleep urgency”6 meant that the more we try 
to fall asleep, the more stress we place on our bodies, and the less likely we are to fall asleep in a 
timely fashion. Now don’t try and stay awake with a typical “alpha-business task-driven” approach 
that means you may actually achieve it! Get up if you wish, visit the bathroom, drink some water, 
then get back to bed and close your eyes. Focus on your breathing, as we detail later in the chapter, 
and try, in a relaxed fashion, to stay awake. Ideally, before you know it, you’ll wake a few hours later 
at the time you desire.  

A further practical takeaway from the sleep cycle science, made possible by modern sleep monitors 
and apps, is the concept of the smart alarm. Detecting at what part of your sleep cycle you are in, 
and with a programmed range of, for example, 40 minutes set by you, the smart alarm will wake 
you at the end of your sleep cycle, in the most shallow stage of sleep closest to being awake. The 
result is that you awake feeling alert in contrast to awaking from a deeper part of the sleep cycle 
that results in a “heavier” feeling, termed sleep inertia.  

A Key Professional Skill  

A deeper understanding of the sleeping process as an example of our rhythms offers us insight to 
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the things we can change. World-class athletes, for example, are world-class sleepers! You may not 
include it on your curriculum anytime soon, but if you can improve your ability to sleep, you can 
transform your work and life. Amnesty International found that the most common form of torture 
worldwide is sleep deprivation. It can have disastrous effects and was one of the factors in the 
Challenger shuttle disaster. Yet sleeping is a vastly neglected area of business and life, recognized by 
those in the medical profession, as we see from the following British Medical Journal (BMJ) editorial:3  

The subject of sleeplessness is once more under public discussion. The hurry and excitement of 
modern life is held to be responsible for much of the insomnia of which we hear; and most of the 
articles and letters are full of good advice to live more quietly and of platitudes concerning the 
harmfulness of rush and worry. The pity of it is that so many people are unable to follow this good 
advice and are obliged to lead a life of anxiety and high tension.  

Sound familiar? This was indeed the BMJ, yet from September 29, 1894! More than a century ago, 
yet we may detect the same factors that result today in the same basic lack of respect for the value 
of sleep. Humans have progressed in the past century without a doubt, but perhaps not in every 
way. Plus ça change.  

1n 1997, Nature published a study where sleep deprivation was shown to have a similar effect on 
work performance as blood alcohol concentration.7 So the conclusion is that if you go to work 
consistently sleep deprived, you may as well go to work drunk. Hey, maybe you try both at the 
same time! But seriously, this goes against the whole culture of high-flying business, 
entrepreneurship, and industries such as investment banking, where a lack of sleep is seen as a 
badge of honor, or where high performance means more waking time and less sleep; again, it’s the 
complete opposite of sports performance, where recovery is highly prized. I’m realistic. Business is 
business, and if a hard deadline is approaching, we may need to work all night. Family life, too, also 
means that a young family may be sleep deprived for a couple of years. Yet try to mitigate that 
deprivation and take sleep a little more seriously. Don’t make those business all-nighters the norm. 
The Harvard Business Review blog picked up on the Nature research in 2012, with its piece titled 
“Get to Bed by 10pm and Change the World.”8 I know that if you live in Madrid, for example, 
you’re eating your evening meal at 10 p.m., but the rationale remains. Take sleep a little more 
seriously. Try getting a half-hour more during a week and observe the effects. Watch less TV. 
Sleeping is a key professional skill. If you can get more sleep and become less sleep deprived, if you 
can fall asleep faster, wake up less often during the night, get a higher percentage of deep sleep, and 
follow clean sleep cycles through the night, you can transform your work and your life. It is 
particularly beneficial for the modern-day executive who is required to be agile and innovative. 
What science tells us3 is that procedural thinking, using tried and tested strategies, can proceed 
relatively unhindered, even with chronic sleep deprivation, but responding to unexpected events is 
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greatly affected. “Executive thinking,” which requires us to be flexible, agile, and innovative, 
responding to a changing environment, is the type of thinking that suffers most with sleep 
deprivation.  

So are you getting enough sleep? Traditional wisdom (and research) shows a bell curve distribution 
where around 90% of us need between seven and eight hours on a daily basis.2 Although we may 
need extra sleep after a hard training session in order to fully recover, oversleeping can cause just as 
many health problems as sleep deprivation, so finding out how much you need is a worthy exercise. 
This is best done during a period when you don’t need to get up at a certain time, such as when 
you’re on vacation. Without using an alarm, simply go to bed when you are tired and get up when 
you feel like getting up. You will need three or four days to pay off any sleep debt, and the 
following three or four days then offer insight into your own pattern. Of course, replicating your 
normal day, without late-night dinners and excessive exercise or alcohol, is required to identify that 
pattern. So maybe you can take a different type of vacation then! Finding your own pattern, or 
rhythm, is a critical concept here, and we revisit it later in our discussion on the circadian rhythm.  

I have met many people during my programs who are concerned because they sleep only 4 to 5 
hours a night. The first question I ask them is: Do you feel OK? If they say yes, then I say 
congratulations! Of course, we can experiment by changing the amount of sleep we get and 
observing the effects, but some people exist in this percentile and need only a short amount of 
sleep—not me, unfortunately!  

Sleep quality can be improved by the preparation we afford it. Prepare for sleep as for any 
important task. Call it a key meeting, with yourself, and follow a few simple steps. We often go 
through a busy day at work and at home, become aware of the late hour, and then get to bed in a 
hurried fashion. Some executives I have coached have created an alarm clock to remind them to go 
to bed. We have one for waking, so why not for sleeping?  

The first thing is to create the right environment. The bedroom should be for sleeping and one 
other thing not covered here! So no electronic devices or TVs. Take care of the basics to ensure 
the best chances of a good night’s sleep—light and noise. This may sound trite, but the simple fact 
of having blinking LEDs from a TV or alarm clock, or light from underneath a door, can easily 
disrupt a night’s rest and is the first sweep I do of a hotel room when traveling on business.  

The next key aspect is to have a gradual wind down of at least an hour, preferably 90 minutes 
before going to bed. Gradually let go of the chaos and activity of the day, and steer clear of 
everyday stimulants or depressants such as TV, email, coffee, and alcohol. Aim to create a ritual of 
preparation that will allow your waking brainwaves to more closely resemble the theta waves of 
stage 1 sleep. Even caffeine after midday can be problematic for people with sleep issues. The 
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ubiquitous use of smartphones, which is covered in greater depth in the FOCUS element of the 
SEP model (Chapter 10), creates the temptation of email checking being the last thing you do 
before going to bed and the first thing upon waking. This is viewed as necessary for an increasing 
number of managers, especially those engaged with globally distributed teams, yet it is one of the 
most serious sleep saboteurs. Do you really want to dream about your boss at night? Red wine in 
particular has fantastic health benefits (primarily as a powerful antioxidant), but alcohol close to 
bedtime can result in a very shallow experience of sleep, even if you think you get the benefit by 
falling asleep faster.  

Electronic devices in general can also scupper sleep through the blue light they emit. So even if you 
think that you are relaxing by reading on a tablet, the blue light will suppress the production of 
melatonin in your brain, and melatonin is required for healthy sleep. Indeed, when we are jet lagged, 
the primary cause is a severe deficiency of melatonin, as we cover later.  

The final aspect worthy of mention for sleep preparation concerns breathing. During the day, we 
breathe through our chest. It is a high breath. At night, this changes to a lower breath, where we 
breathe through our belly, centered on our diaphragm. Watch a baby sleeping and the relatively 
large movement of their small stomach to appreciate this. To prepare fully for sleep, we can change 
our primary mode of breathing from our chest to our belly. Lying in bed, simply place one hand on 
your chest and the other on your waist. You will notice that the hand on your chest will rise first. 
Over a period of 30 seconds or 4 to 6 breaths, change your breathing so that the hand on your 
waist is rising first. You are now in nighttime breathing mode, and you will find it much easier to fall 
asleep. Being skilled at changing to belly breathing can also be very useful in other situations, such as 
waking in the middle of the night and trying (but not too hard, remember!) to fall back asleep.  

In general, it’s a mode of breathing that we tend to forget about, after almost purely breathing this 
way as infants. Trying it during the day can bring about a sense of deep relaxation. Students of yoga 
will be familiar with such an exercise. Simply place your hand on your belly/waist, in even a standing 
or sitting position, and breathe deeply in and out through your nose, and aim for the maximum 
extension in your belly.  

Regardless of the preparation we afford it, some of us may still find it difficult to fall asleep and/or 
awake at certain times. We are all characterized by different sleep patterns—generally as either 
early risers, Larks, or late risers (and therefore late to bed!) who are Owls. Such specific patterns 
exist within the general domain of the circadian rhythm, our biological clock that governs different 
physiological processes in our day.  
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Finding Your Own Rhythm  

Circadian is taken from the Latin circa dia, meaning “around a day.” Independent of when we go to 
sleep, our circadian rhythm lasts about 24.5 hours, during which time our body temperature will rise 
and fall together with various other body functions. This internal clock preempts each part of the 
day. It ensures that sleep, wakefulness, alertness, and various hormones will be at their most suitable 
levels. Body temperature varies only around 0.7 degrees, yet it’s enough to affect the suitability of 
certain actions, including exercise. Most world records are broken in the afternoon or evening, 
when body temperature is highest, blood pressure is lowest, and lung function is more efficient. 
Alertness tends toward its lowest level between 2:00 a.m. and 6:00 a.m. and its highest between 
6:00 p.m. and 8:00 p.m. This clock therefore gives us clues as to how to lead, or “reengineer” our 
day-to-day activities. Exercise, improved focus, and the need to recover are all daily actions that can 
be better aligned by considering this rhythm. Thousands of years of human evolution have 
conditioned these physiological processes according to the rise and fall of the sun. The light that our 
eyes receive helps to set the circadian clock. The invention of the light bulb fundamentally changed 
this, as did global air travel, yet we are still limited by this underlying pattern. The pineal gland 
(positioned between our eyes) secretes the melatonin necessary for healthy sleep toward bedtime, 
with the fading of the day. Human Growth Hormone (HGH) is the critical hormone released when 
we sleep in order to carry out the various repair functions necessary, and when we awake, 
adrenalin is produced to kick start our day. These cycles are repeated each day and are another 
example of the powerful rhythms that govern us.  

On the simple action level, a basic understanding of whether you are a Lark or an Owl may allow 
you to change your habits. Owls, of course, have the hardest time fitting in to the business and 
wider social convention of starting work early in the morning and getting to bed at a time that 
allows them to rise early, which is much easier for Larks. I use a basic questionnaire on finding your 
type in LAB programs, and Professor Roenneberg of the Ludwig-Maximillians University in Munich, 
Germany, offers practical advice or “hacks” for adjusting your type as part of the Munich 
Chronotype Questionnaire. For natural Owls, gaining the maximum amount of sunlight (or at least 
outdoor light if you live somewhere like Scotland!) during the first half of the day will help to ensure 
that your clock begins to wind down a little sooner each day. On the other hand, Larks may 
experience difficulties coping with different late-night activities such as business dinners or parties. 
The same hack holds—aim to stay indoors during the first half of the day and gain as much outdoor 
light exposure during the afternoon to improve alertness toward the second half of the day.  

Varying alertness as part of the circadian rhythm leads us to the concept of the nap zone—generally 
between 2:00 and 4:00 pm. The urge for a midday nap, therefore, is not a matter of how well we 
slept the night before or having just eaten a large lunch, although these can be contributory factors. 
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More car accidents occur during the nap zone,1 and research from NASA9 has shown working 
memory to improve after napping. General acceptance is still a long way off within the workplace, 
although Google has $60,000 nap-pods for its employees as part of a wider approach to workspace 
design to improve productivity and happiness. Yet even if taking a nap in the early afternoon is not 
an option, and it rarely will be for the majority of us, simply being aware of that danger period and 
mitigating that dip in performance is valuable. Be careful what is scheduled for 3 p.m. and try to 
push mission-critical tasks toward more high-energy periods of the day (which may differ from 
person to person), yet also consider your reenergizing options if important work has to be carried 
out during the nap zone. Don’t simply fight it at your desk and compromise your performance. 
Take a five- minute break, preferably outside; meditate, eat a healthy snack, do some light exercise, 
such as a few flights of stairs or some standing squats, to get the blood moving around the body. Or 
just close your eyes and take some deep breaths.  

Napping can be used strategically to mitigate sleep deprivation. As mentioned at the beginning of 
the chapter, pilots have nap-pods at their disposal to maintain alertness on a long-haul flight, yet 
napping for too long can cause sleep inertia—feeling groggy on waking—which has been the cause 
of some airline accidents. So keep it short to gain a refreshing boost. Sleep cycles show us that by 
napping too long, we may enter a deep phase (slow wave) stage of sleep from which it is difficult to 
surface. Caffeine may be used strategically, because it takes 15 minutes to absorb into the 
bloodstream, and sitting on a chair holding a spoon allows one to nod off for a few minutes, with 
the dropping of the spoon acting as the alarm. Although napping for blue-collar workers, especially 
in Asian cultures, is generally accepted, within management circles it is still perceived negatively. So 
perhaps think of doing it privately, for instance, in the car. Even having a few minutes with your eyes 
closed and allowing your heart rate to come down to its true resting level can be immensely 
valuable if the actual sleep is unfeasible. Repeating more than once during the day can be valuable 
for those in high-pressure situations or with severe sleep deprivation, such as young parents. 
Polyphasic sleep practitioners take up to six naps during the day, replicating the sleeping strategy of 
young babies—something also considered by the Solar Impulse pioneers.  

Jet lag, when discounting the common “hangover” effects as discussed in Chapter 6, “MOVE,” is 
almost wholly due to disruption of our circadian rhythm. Our body expects to be shutting down for 
the day, and suddenly finds itself in another location at the beginning of the day. Of course, the 
farther you displace your normal “clock” by traveling across more time zones, the worse jet lag will 
be. Traveling east is also proven to be more problematic—we adjust only 1 hour/day compared to 
westward travelers, who adjust 1.5 hours/day. This is because the circadian rhythm has a tendency 
to lengthen the day (being 24.5 hours) and westward flight also lengthens the day, fitting more with 
the natural rhythm of the clock as compared to eastward flight, which shortens the day. If the trip 
abroad is of a very short duration, there may be the case to suffer for the entire visit and remain on 



Sustaining Executive Performance (Pearson, 2015. ISBN: 0133987000) mysep.net 

© The Leadership Academy of Barcelona [LAB] 2007-2017 14	

“your own clock.” However, even on short trips, this may be difficult because you will be expected 
to conform to local hours and perform at your best during them. Several tips for dealing with jet lag 
include the following:  

1. Anticipate the change by moving toward the destination time over a period of days. There 
is no need to go all the way, yet some movement will minimize the adjustment when you 
arrive at your destination. This movement may also be done during the travel if, for 
example, you have a layover, or even on the plane. Since light exposure is the key in 
moving toward the destination time, I’ve found strategic use of the window blind on a 
plane to be immensely valuable. � 

2. Ensure that you are well rested and not sleep deprived before your trip. A large 
homeostatic (sleep) pressure will exacerbate jet lag effects. If possible, try to sleep on the 
plane—and so make your body tired before traveling by doing some exercise. � 

3. When you arrive, switch to the local time immediately. Get out- side and get some 
sunshine. This will help your natural circadian clock to reset as quickly as possible. � 

4. Common sense and planning go a long way. Schedule that important meeting for when 
you know you will be most alert, and follow the practice as detailed in all the SEP 
elements. � 

Recover Like a Professional  

So if these waves or cycles are a natural part of who we are, why then do we have a very linear, 
machine-based view of work? The 90–100 minute sleep cycles are also present during the day in 
the form of ultradian rhythms. Think for a moment how much this machine-based view pervades 
our everyday language. We aim to leverage advantage and look at the nuts and bolts of a problem. 
Yet we are no longer in the industrial age where clocking in and out was of paramount importance 
and where the human resource was often considered as another tool or machine. Such a linear 
approach to work results in quickly diminishing returns. Staying true to our rhythms, even when we 
have a good level of energy at the beginning of the day or week, is the path to sustaining higher 
performance. Cultivating that energy is at the core of the corporate athlete concept developed by 
Jim Loehr and colleagues at the Human Performance Institute in the United States.10  

An interesting case in breaking free of this linear, machine-based approach comes from CEO and 
Chairman of Procter & Gamble, A.G. Lafley. In a Fortune interview,11 he talked of his approach to 
work:  

I’d be up in the morning between 5 and 5:30. I’d work out and be at my desk by 6:30 or 7, drive hard 

until about 7 P.M., then go home, take a break with my wife, Margaret, and be back at it later that 
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evening. I was just grinding through the day. Now I work really hard for an hour or an hour and a half. 

Then I take a break. I walk around and chit-chat with people. It can take five or 15 minutes to recharge. 

It’s kind of like the interval training that an athlete does.  

Lafley returned to the head of P&G in May 2013 at age 64. He knows how to manage his energy 
and talks about interval training, a staple of athletics for more than half a century and a key part of 
the TRAIN element of the SEP model, covered in Chapter 14. Consider this as a mental, work-
based form of an interval session, allowing deep concentration and quality work before changing 
focus and recharging, then reentering the fray. The 90–100 minute rhythms that characterize our 
sleep and waking day therefore govern our ability to focus during the day. It is with good reason 
that most classes in universities are 1:15 in duration; this is about the maximum we can hold deep 
concentration before needing a break.  

And such a break need not be wasted time. As we have seen in Chapter 6, accidental encounters 
can lead to innovation, management by walking around can increase an awareness of what’s going 
on in the company, and face-to-face contact builds relationships and a positive culture. Maintaining 
such a work rhythm or flow allows for deep recovery that drives performance. We discuss flow in 
work as a high level of performance in Chapter 14. Yet another case from sport and further work 
from Jim Loehr and colleagues show us that the recovery necessary to drive performance can be 
done easily and in a short time frame—ideal for the busy professional.  

Breathing  

Much of Loehr’s original work was with elite tennis players—star players of the 1990s, such as Pete 
Sampras and Jim Courier. One key research insight came after exhaustive video analysis on the 
difference between good professional tennis players and the stand-out champions or greats of the 
game. They found that the champions would take just a little bit more time to fully recover 
between points.12 This increased time was small (there is a maximum of 30 seconds between 
points) yet consistent across all cases. They would ask for the towel to rub down, even if not strictly 
necessary, or take a few seconds extra on ball selection. Witness the difference the next time you 
watch a tennis match, or even earlier footage of current tennis greats. Part of their development is 
learning how to take those valuable extra few seconds to fully recover and refocus. Today, Nadal, 
Federer, and Djokovic rarely lose a run of points or games, such is their ability to return to high 
performance. Such insights led Loehr and his team to develop a method for deep recovery 
between points. Termed “the 16-second cure,” they worked with players to develop a ritual of 
recovery in the short time available, combining physical actions with mental cues to move their 
attention fully to winning the next point.  

So if this is a means of valuable recovery for elite tennis players, how may elite professionals better 
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recover in small time frames? In a busy chaotic day, perhaps with everyone’s eyes on you “on 
court,” what is your equivalent 16-second cure? The answer is in something that we do every day, 
but which is often not leveraged for full benefit: breathing. It may sound strange, but in a busy, 
stressful day, we forget to breathe. Athletes often breathe intentionally and deeply on the starting 
line to control nerves, and taking 30 seconds out to do the following can be immensely valuable:  

1. Be aware of where you are. Feel your feet on the ground, and sit or stand upright. � 
2. Breathe in through your nose to the count of three, filling your lungs and raising your chest 

high. � 
3. Hold. � 
4. Push out through your mouth to the count of six, emptying all �air. � 
5. Repeat 3 times (nice and noisy if in an appropriate place!). � 

Of course, the appropriateness of such an exercise must be gauged for the right place and time. A 
heavy breathing exercise in a client meeting or open-plan office may not be the wisest choice! Yet 
the benefits of such an exercise cannot be overstated. Take 30 seconds for real recovery from a 
stressful situation, as a means of controlling nerves before a key presentation or meeting or as a 
means of keeping your emotions in check before a key decision. I’ve also worked with executives 
who have employed this exercise in a quiet fashion, also using belly breathing as we have already 
covered, during a stressful meeting where it is difficult to actually leave the room.  

When we stop breathing, we stop thinking, and the primal part of our brain takes over. This is 
referred to in sport psychology as “monkey brain,” and learning to control it through reconnecting 
with deep breath is fantastically valuable.  

Distinguishing Between Active and Passive Recovery  

As we discussed in Chapter 6, movement creates energy, and so the best means of recovery may 
actually be to move. Chapter 6 content and related sketches, together with Chapter 14 may help 
identify movement most appropriate to your needs. Athletes are well versed in the art of active 

recovery. Sometimes the best thing to do is light exercise—allowing oxygen-rich blood to travel 
around our bodies—and help repair any little niggles or injuries. Here, another 2×2 matrix (see 
Figure 8.5) may help to identify what type of recovery is required. Are you in need of physical or 
mental recovery? Is it better to be active, or to simply disengage? 

 

 

 



Sustaining Executive Performance (Pearson, 2015. ISBN: 0133987000) mysep.net 

© The Leadership Academy of Barcelona [LAB] 2007-2017 17	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.5 Active/passive recovery matrix with sample activities 

Paying Attention  

Regardless of the action—walking, stretching, breathing—all may involve varying aspects of attention 
and intention. Walking offers great value for health, yet its mental recovery potential is often 
compromised by the business habit that results in being glued to our smartphones. Taking a 
conference call on the move can be beneficial for thinking, as we discussed in Chapter 6, yet for full 
recovery, focusing on the walk itself offers more. How many times have you bumped into someone 
on the street because the person was looking at his or her phone? Paying attention while walking is 
important. We can walk and check our email, or we can walk and stare at the ground, thinking 
about our projects and our worries. Or we can walk and look around us. Observing powerfully is a 
key design method for gaining insight, as we showed in Chapter 4, “Day-to-Day Reengineering,” 
and we look at this again within the context of mindfulness in the FOCUS element in Chapter 10. 
When I’m experiencing a tough week, I make a simple change to a walk: I look above, at the 
buildings and the sky, and I try to notice something for the first time. It’s not always easy; I often 
catch myself looking at the ground and thinking, but my walking companion, Harry the sheepdog, 
often reminds me of what I need to do. 
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Top Ten Takeaways: RECOVER  

1. Try to understand your own rhythms and identify the rhythms that surround you. � 

2. Think about stress as a valuable concept, where greater attention to it will allow it 

be used positively. � 

3. Get to know your heart. Feel it beating. Raise an awareness of your RHR at rest and 

during different activities. � 

4. Understand that sleeping is a process and a key professional skill that can be 

hacked. � 

5. Prepare for sleep as for any important task. � 

6. Gain insight to your own circadian rhythm: when you feel more �alert, when you 

need a break, how you cope with jet lag. � 

7. Experiment with napping as a strategic action to sustain performance in a long day. � 

8. Learn how to breathe: during the day for relaxation and energizing, and at night to 

improve sleep. � 

9. Understand the difference between physical, mental, and active and passive 

recovery, and which is required when. � 

10. Pay attention to what surrounds you as a means of recovery. � 

 

The Solar Impulse innovators attempting to push back the boundaries of what is possible take 
inspiration from the great explorers and pioneers of the past—those who climbed higher, traveled 
further, and pushed human limits until they left the atmosphere of Earth itself. There is still so much 
out there, of course, beyond our planet, our solar system, and indeed our understanding. Yet the 
next century of pioneers, following in the footsteps of people such as Bertrand Piccard and André 
Borschberg, may well be confined within the boundaries of our planet. The next great “firsts” and 
discoveries could improve life on earth, let it flourish, and leave behind the outdated metaphor of 
the industrial machine age. This would first recognize the great need, with an ever-increasing 
population, for recovery on both an individual and planetary level. 


