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Abstract

Alcohol and caffeine are two of the most commonly used substances for altering human
consciousness. While their adverse effects on sleep have been separately examined in the
laboratory and epidemiological levels, how they impact real-world night-to-night sleep, in
isolation or together, remains unclear. This is especially true in occupations wherein the use
of alcohol and caffeine is high (e.g., financial services sector). Using a six-week micro-longi-
tudinal study, here we examined the real-world impact of alcohol, caffeine, and their com-
bined consumption in a cohort of financial traders. We demonstrate that alcohol
consumption significantly degrades the subjective quality of sleep (p < 0.001). Caffeine con-
sumption led to a different phenotype of sleep impairment, resulting in a detrimental reduc-
tion in sleep quantity (p =0.019), rather than a marked alteration in sleep quality. Contrary to
our hypothesis, when consumed in combination, evening alcohol consumption interacted
with ongoing caffeine consumption such that alcohol partially mitigated the impairments in
sleep quantity associated with caffeine (p =0.032). This finding suggests the sedating
effects of alcohol and the psychoactive stimulant effects of caffeine obscure each other’s
impact on sleep quantity and sleep quality, respectively—potentially explaining their interde-
pendent use in this cohort (i.e., “self-medication” of evening sedation with alcohol to combat
the prior daytime ingestion of caffeine and vice versa). More generally, these results contrib-
ute to a unique understanding of the singular and combinatory impacts of two of the most
commonly used substances for augmenting human consciousness under free-living, real-
world conditions, the performance-impairing (and thus economic-cost) consequences of
which may be important to the business sector and the society.

Introduction

Alcohol and caffeine are two of the most widely consumed psychoactive substances in the
world. Moreover, they are the two most commonly used substances for manipulating human
consciousness, most notably sleep and wakefulness. In 2016, alcohol consumption exceeded
6.4 liters per person aged 16 or older globally, or the equivalent of drinking a liter of wine each
week [1]. The global average caffeine consumption was 530mg per person per week, equating
to 5.5 cups of coffee [2].

While the prevalence of alcohol consumption differs by country, in the 30 countries with
the highest prevalence (representing over 1 billion people), 74.1% of people above the age of
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fifteen report drinking alcohol in varying degrees [1]. Regarding caffeine consumption,
approximately 90% of all adults worldwide consume caffeine daily, primarily by drinking caf-
feinated beverages such as tea or coffee [3-5]. Numerous experimental reports to date have
described the adverse effects of both alcohol and of caffeine on human sleep. Alcohol is
robustly associated with impairments in sleep quality, including increases in nocturnal awa-
kenings and reductions in sleep efficiency and the amount of rapid eye movement (REM)
sleep [6-9]. Moreover, these alcohol-related impairments in sleep are associated with conse-
quential impairments in daytime functioning, including working memory capacity [10, 11],
decision making [12], and ability to sustain attention [13]. Caffeine is especially associated
with impairments in sleep quantity, both by way of delaying the ability to fall asleep (i.e., longer
sleep latency) and reducing the ability to generate sleep, leading to a reduction in total sleep
duration [14-18]. Moreover, caffeine consumption is associated with a reduction in the quan-
tity of deep non-REM (NREM) slow-wave activity [17, 19].

While these studies describe the effects of either alcohol or caffeine in isolation, the com-
bined effects of consuming both substances is considerably less well understood. In controlled
laboratory studies, drinks that contain both alcohol and caffeine have been linked to a four-
fold increase in the likelihood of reporting an inability to sleep [20]. Drinking alcoholic bever-
ages in combination with consuming caffeine has further been associated with prolonging the
time it takes to fall asleep, relative to drinking alcoholic beverages alone [21]. In addition, alco-
holic beverages containing caffeine have been associated with increases in night-time awaken-
ings, compared with drinking only alcoholic beverages [22]. Interestingly, however, one study
has reported improved (subjective, at least) sleep quality following the combined consumption
of alcohol and caffeine, relative to consuming only alcohol [8]. However, post-hoc tests indi-
cated that this increase in subjective quality was the result of improved alertness upon awaken-
ing, and not superior quality of sleep the night prior [8].

While these experimental studies have productively enhanced our knowledge regarding the
effects of alcohol and caffeine, and to some degree, their combination, the laboratory setting
poses certain limitations in generalizing results to real-world settings, especially in professional
occupations where heavy use of both caffeine and alcohol are common, including high-stakes
finance [23-25]. Furthermore, no study to date has assessed the effects of consuming alcohol
and caffeine within the same individuals in a longitudinal manner, using multiple time points.
The latter is especially critical considering the common real-world practice of repeated joint
caffeine and alcohol consumption each day, across days. This is important considering that the
intra-individual variability with which alcohol, caffeine, and their combined use vary consider-
ably, which would be expected to change the interaction effects on consequential sleep on
those following nights.

Here, we sought to address these unresolved questions. We specifically tested the hypothesis
that the disruptive effects of caffeine and alcohol on sleep are both observable under real-world
professional operating conditions, and moreover, that these relationships manifest in a tempo-
rally interacting and combinatorial day-to-day, night-to-night manner, within the same indi-
viduals over time. We tested this hypothesis in a group of professionals where degraded sleep
quality is known to have a deleterious impact on performance [26], and the combined con-
sumption of alcohol and caffeine is common: that of financial traders [23-25].

The experimental hypothesis was tested using validated digital daily surveying tools that
quantified alcohol and caffeine consumption habits and sleep-related measures over a six-
week (42 days) period as individuals went about their lives during their work weeks and week-
ends. The latter comparison is relevant considering the known weekday vs. weekend differ-
ences in both sleep and alcohol consumption [27-30]. Their work weeks consisted of daytime
hours from Mondays through Fridays, approximately between the hours of 8:30 a.m. and 5:30
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p-m. During pre-study interviews, they consistently reported regular daytime use of caffeine
and night-time use of alcohol in their daily lives.

Building on this overarching hypothesis, we sought to test three specific predictions: 1) the
consumption of caffeine decreases the ability to generate sleep, resulting in a reduction in
sleep amount (quantity) and degradation of subjective quality of sleep, 2) alcohol consumption
adversely impacts quality of sleep that following night and increases the number of night-time
awakenings, reflecting sleep fragmentation, and 3) concerning the combinatorial effect, the
subsequent night-time consumption of the sedating compound of alcohol would diminish the
otherwise alerting effect of prior daytime caffeine ingestion and its impairment of sleep quality,
and that these effects would be additive or multiplicative, relative to either caffeine or alcohol
consumption alone on any given day. In addition to testing these primary hypothesis predic-
tions, given evidence to suggest a bidirectional association between substance use and sleep
problems [31, 32], we also sought to assess the inverse hypothesis effects: that is, whether sleep
quality and quantity affect the next day’s caffeine and alcohol consumption decisions on a day-
to-day/night-to-night basis.

Methods
Participants and procedures

The study involved a real-world, micro-longitudinal design across 42 days, assessing a cohort
of full-time financial traders (n = 17) employed by a proprietary trading company in New
York City. This group, a community sample, was chosen, in part, due to their known real-
world utilization of alcohol [33-35] as well as caffeine [24, 25], in isolation and in combination.
All individuals met the inclusion criteria, which were: 18 years old or older, fluent in English,
and able to complete online surveys daily. Participants could exclude/eliminate themselves
from the study at any time by contacting the study administrator. Participants were male (with
female participants not being available candidates within the trading organization for which
access was granted and available), with the age range of 23 to 44 years old. Their mean age was
30.8 (2.3 [standard deviation]). Eleven subjects (64.7%) self-identified as white, 4 Asian
(23.5%), 1 (5.9%) Black and 1 Native American (5.9%). One participant reported taking sleep
medication. All reported results remained significant (p < 0.05) (or non-significant) whether
or not this individual was included in the analyses. All subjects provided written informed
consent, with the study approved by UC Berkeley Committee for Protection of Human Sub-
jects guidelines.

At 8:00 a.m. each day during the 6-week survey period, each participant received an auto-
mated email inviting them to complete the daily survey using a personalized link. Before the
survey began, participants were given explicit instructions asking them to complete the survey
the day following the night of sleep as early as possible. In the rare event they were unable to
do so (e.g., unable to access the internet), they were asked to complete the survey as soon as
possible (within 72 hours) using specific survey links corresponding to each night of sleep.
This approach therefore minimized the risk that participants provide identical responses for
multiple surveys at once. Participants who missed surveys for more than 2 days in a row
received a reminder email from the research team. The surveys were conducted online using
the Qualtrics platform. As compensation, subjects who completed at least 95% of daily surveys
were entered into a drawing for one of two Amazon.com gift cards of $50 dollars.

Measures

Participants first completed a baseline survey that included questions about their demograph-
ics (e.g., age, gender, race, marital status), general subjective sleep quality on a 100-point scale,
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and sleep medication status (yes/no). Only recent use of sleep-related medication was exam-
ined among the participants. Participants’ use of wake-promoting or stimulant medications
that may affect sleep was not specifically assessed. After completing the baseline survey, partici-
pants responded to a copy of the daily survey that would be administered across the subse-
quent 6-week period in order to familiarize themselves with the Qualtrics platform prior to
their first longitudinal data entry. Responses to this copy of the daily survey were not included
in the data analysis.

The longitudinal daily survey asked subjects to quantify features of their previous night’s
sleep, targeting the following measures: subjective sleep quality (assessed using the question,
“How well did you sleep last night?” with no other prompts, rated on a 100-point using a visual
analogue style slider scale tool), number of night-time awakenings, and sleep duration
rounded to the nearest half-hour. In addition, subjects were asked to report the number of
cups of caffeinated beverages, and the number of glasses of alcoholic beverages, that they con-
sumed in the previous day/evening, rounded to the nearest 0.5 (e.g., 1.6 cups — 1.5 cups of caf-
feinated beverages, and the same for glasses of alcohol). Participants were asked to report 8 US
ounces of caffeinated beverage as one cup, and one standard drink as one glass of alcoholic
beverage. They were briefed on the definition of a standard drink using examples of different
alcoholic beverages.

Data analysis

Basic descriptive statistics were first tabulated for the data collected during the daily survey
period (i.e., consumption of alcoholic/caffeinated beverages and the sleep variables). Mean val-
ues across the study period for measures of interest (e.g., sleep duration) were first calculated
for each subject. Then, a mean of all of the subject-specific mean values was obtained, in order
to account for any potential differing response rates between subjects. One subject who sub-
mitted only weekday and no weekend responses, and another subject who submitted weekday
responses but only one-weekend response, were excluded from analyses involving weekends.

The three predictions emerging from the hypothesis were tested using mixed effects mod-
els. Three separate mixed-effects models were created, one for each of the sleep measure
dependent variables (subjective sleep quality, sleep duration, and night-time awakenings). The
independent variables of interest in the three models were caffeine consumption, alcohol con-
sumption, and the interaction between caffeine and alcohol consumption, corresponding to
the three predictions of the experimental model.

Anticipating a substantive difference between average weekday and weekend intake quanti-
ties for both alcoholic and caffeinated beverages [29, 30, 36, 37] a weekend dummy variable,
alcohol-weekend interaction, and caffeine-weekend interaction were included as control vari-
ables. In addition, a one-day lagged dependent variable term (“lag(DV, 1)”) was also added as a
control variable, meaning the previous day’s sleep measure was fitted as a predictor of each
day’s sleep measure values. The purpose of adding a lagged term was to control for autocorre-
lation, or the similarity between daily sleep measures as a function of one-day time lag, in the
data analysis. Finally, a random intercept (“(1 | Subject)”) was added, which assigns a different
mean value for each subject in order to account for individual differences in sleep measures.
For example, for subjective sleep quality, the mixed effects model was fit as follows:

Subjective Sleep Quality ~ Alcohol + Caffeine + Alcohol : Caffeine + Weekend + Alcohol
: Weekend + Caffeine : Weekend + lag(Subjective Sleep Quality, 1) + (1|Subject)

Alpha level of 0.05 was used to assess the statistical significance of the a priori dependent
variables. Data analysis was performed using RStudio [38] / R [39]. Mixed effects models were
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fitted using the Ime4 R package [40]. Finally, we assessed whether sleep affects the next day’s
alcohol and caffeine consumption, given evidence of bidirectional links between substance use
and sleep problems [31, 32]. Analyses of the association between the three sleep variables
(independent variables) and the following day’s alcohol, and separately, caffeine use quantities
(dependable variable) were then assessed using mixed effects models. Weekend dummy vari-
able and the previous day’s alcohol/caffeine use quantity were included in the analyses as
covariates.

Results
Characteristics of consumption and sleep

In short, participants reported consuming a mean average of 1.14 (0.77) cups of caffeinated
beverage and 0.78 (0.85) glasses of alcoholic beverage per day. Average sleep duration was 7.36
(0.53) hours per night, while subjective sleep quality averaged 72.2 (15.1) points on a 100-point
scale and the number of night-time awakenings averaged 0.91 (0.6) per night. Additional char-
acteristics and statistics can be found in S1 Appendix (“Descriptive Statistics”).

The effects of caffeine consumption on sleep

First, examining the hypothesized relationship between daily caffeine intake and sleep quality,
a mixed effects model was fit with caffeine consumption, alcohol consumption, and their inter-
actions as independent variables, and subjective sleep quality as the dependent variable. Focus-
ing on sleep quantity, again using a mixed effects model, caffeine consumption was also
associated with a substantial decline in sleep quantity, such that the greater the caffeine con-
sumption, the greater the impairment in sleep amount (¢ = -2.35, p = 0.019, Fig 1), supporting
the experimental prediction. Indeed, for every cup of caffeinated beverage consumed, sleep
amount decreased by 10.4 minutes. Given that the subjects consumed 1.14 cups of caffeinated
beverages per day on average, the model suggests 11.8 minutes of sleep was lost from caffein-
ated beverage intake each night, translating to over an hour of accumulating sleep debt each
week.

Moving beyond sleep quality, based on the expected temporal order, we further examined
whether caffeine consumption during the day/evening consequently altered sleep quality.
Consistent with prior literature reporting cross-sectional associations, and supporting the
experimental hypothesis, caffeine consumption exhibited a directionally consistent but non-
significant relationship with lower subjective sleep quality (t = -1.60, p = 0.11). Caffeine con-
sumption was also not associated with the number of self-reported awakenings (t = -0.54,

p = 0.590). Therefore, in this real-world setting among financial traders, caffeine use was most
associated with a significant reduction in the ability to obtain a sufficient quantity of sleep rela-
tive to the aforementioned impact on the quality of sleep, implying that caffeine consumption
may lead to a sleep-state mismatch in perception between sleep quantity and quality.

The effects of alcohol on sleep

Having examined the independent influence of caffeine consumption on sleep, we next exam-
ined the independent influence of alcohol intake on subsequent night-time sleep. Corroborat-
ing the hypothesis prediction, alcohol consumption was associated with lower subjective sleep
quality (parameter estimate t = -3.76, p < 0.001). Each glass of alcohol consumed predicted a
decline in subjective sleep quality of 3 points on a 100-point scale the following day. Consider-
ing the subjects reported drinking 0.78 glasses of alcohol per night, alcohol consumption was

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0291675 November 8, 2023 5/18


https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0291675

PLOS ONE

Sleep, alcohol, and caffeine in financial traders

7.8-
B=-0.17

7.6
— P=0.019
»
>
o \
- —
£ 741 =
c .
© 1
>
0 72-
o
()]
o
%)

7.0-

6.8

05 1.0 15 2.0 25 3.0 35 4.0

Caffeine (cups)

Fig 1. Effect of caffeine on sleep duration. Caffeine consumption was linearly associated with shorter sleep duration in the mixed effects model.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0291675.9g001

responsible for subjective sleep quality deterioration of, on average, more than 2 points on a
100-point scale (Fig 2 slope and 95% confidence interval).

With respect to sleep duration, alcohol consumption was not associated with a change in
sleep duration (¢ = 0.33, p = 0.742), unlike its role in predicting a decline in subjective sleep
quality. This finding suggests alcohol’s phenotype of sleep impairment in this cohort, on a
night-to-night basis, is unlike that of caffeine, which was linked with a marked decrease in
sleep quantity. The final examination targeted the a priori measure of sleep fragmentation,
quantified by the number of self-reported night-time awakenings. The association between
alcohol consumption and night-time awakenings, while positive (the predicted direction), was
statistically insignificant (¢t = 1.71, p = 0.089).

The effects of alcohol-caffeine interaction

Having tested the independent contributions of caffeine and alcohol consumption on sleep,
we next sought to examine the dual, interacting effects of combined-use caffeine and alcohol
on night-time sleep, rather than either alone. Somewhat contrary to the hypothesis prediction,
when alcohol was consumed in combination with prior caffeine consumption, the interaction
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Fig 2. Effect of alcohol on subjective sleep quality. Alcohol consumption was negatively correlated with subjective sleep quality in the mixed effects model.
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between the two substances had a positive effect on subjective sleep quality (t = 2.83, p = 0.005,
Fig 3). This would suggest that the known sedative influence of alcohol [41-44] may mask the
otherwise detrimental psychoactive alerting impact of prior caffeine consumption on overall
subjective sleep quality [14-17]. Therefore, the daytime stimulant effects of caffeine and the
night-time sedating effects of alcohol may act to leave the subjective perception of sleep quality
indifferent. While no past study evaluating the effects of consuming caffeine and alcohol in
this temporal order on sleep was identified in our literature search, these results are consistent
with past laboratory findings of improved subjective sleep quality following the combined con-
sumption of alcohol and caffeine, relative to alcohol alone [8]. Post-hoc tests from the same
study indicated that this increase in subjective quality was the result of improved alertness
upon awakening, and not superior quality of sleep the night prior [8].

We next sought to determine the extent of the explanatory power of alcohol and caffeine on
subjective sleep quality, before evaluating sleep quantity. Without consideration of either alco-
hol or caffeine, the mixed effects model containing the weekend dummy variable lagged term
(previous night’s subjective sleep quality), and random effect component explained only 3% of
night-to-night variations in subjective sleep quality. However, adding both alcohol and
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caffeine and their interaction terms as predictors tripled the explanatory power of the model
from 3% to 10.4%, validating the interaction impact of alcohol and caffeine intake on nightly
sleep quality (caffeine alone offered an explanatory power of 3.2%, and alcohol 8.9%).

We next focused on sleep quantity i.e., sleep duration. Analyses demonstrated an interrela-
tionship between caffeine and alcohol that, at first, appears contradictory to the sleep-disrupt-
ing effects of each. Specifically, when individuals had consumed caffeine but subsequently
consumed alcohol in the evening, the otherwise detrimental impact of caffeine on sleep
amount was prevented, leading to a modest increase in overall sleep duration (¢t =2.16, p =
0.032, Fig 4) compared to consuming caffeine alone. That is, subsequent consumption of the
sedative alcohol following the daytime consumption of the stimulant caffeine placated the oth-
erwise negative impact of caffeine on sleep amount, a temporal interaction effect that has not
been identified in past literature. These two factors and their interaction also demonstrated
substantial contributions to the mixed effects model’s explanatory power, from 12.5% to
16.7%. That is, knowing the day-to-day caffeine and alcohol consumption history, along with
the day of the week and the previous night’s sleep duration explained a sixth of the night-to-
night variation in sleep duration in these financial traders.

While the interaction of caffeine and alcohol on sleep duration offered explanatory insights,
their interaction also accounted for a modest amount of night-time awakenings. Specifically,
including alcohol, caffeine, and their interaction in a similar mixed effects model to those
above but focusing on the outcome measure of awakenings at night explained 6.7% of the vari-
ance. This value was almost double that of the base model without alcohol, caffeine or their
interaction included.
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Assessing bidirectionality: Sleep measures and the following day’s alcohol
and caffeine intake

The above analyses characterized the directional association between the consumption of caf-
feinated and alcoholic beverages during the day and their impact on participants’ subsequent
night’s sleep (i.e., day — sleep). A final analysis sought to determine whether a participant’s
night of sleep prior (specifically the three a priori variables of sleep quantity, sleep quality, and
the number of awakenings) exerted a subsequent associational influence on alcohol and caf-
feine consumption behaviors in the following day (i.e., sleep — day). For caffeine and for alco-
hol separately, a mixed effects model was fit with the three sleep measures (subjective sleep
quality, sleep duration, and night-time awakenings) as independent variables and the next
day’s consumption quantity as the dependent variable.

For caffeine consumption, none of the three sleep variables on the night prior predicted the
extent of caffeine intake the next day (all t < 0.25, p > 0.79). The number of night-time awa-
kenings was not significantly associated with the extent of alcohol consumption the following
day, although this effect was directionally consistent with our prediction (f = -1.786,

p =0.075). Sleep quantity and sleep quality the night prior were not associated with alcohol
consumption the following day (both ¢ < -0.06, p > 0.95).

Discussion

Using a micro-longitudinal study across several weeks under a free-living condition in a group
of financial traders, here, we demonstrate three key findings: 1) within individuals over time,
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from one night to the next, increases in daily caffeine consumption are significantly associated
with reductions in subsequent nightly sleep quantity, yet this impairment in the night-time
quantity of an individual’s sleep did not translate into perceiving subjective reductions in sleep
quality, suggesting that caffeine may produce a sleep-state mismatch in perception between
sleep quantity and quality, 2) increasing evening-to-evening consumption of alcohol nega-
tively impacts subsequent and consequential night-to-night subjective sleep quality (with min-
imal effects on sleep amount). Furthermore, this same deleterious relationship was observed
for sleep fragmentation (night-time awakenings), and 3) the night-time consumption of alco-
hol minimizes the otherwise detrimental impact of daytime caffeine on sleep, suggesting a
potential explanatory path by which the sedative influence of alcohol can modulate the stimu-
lant effects of caffeine, and may explain why individuals habitually self-medicate with night-
time alcohol to override the effects of their daytime caffeine intake amount and vice versa [41,
44-48]. We next discuss each of these findings in detail.

Caffeine consumption reduces sleep quantity but not subjective sleep quality

Daily increases in caffeine consumption significantly accounted for nightly reductions in sleep
quantity, consistent with past large-scale cross-sectional studies [49-51], and longitudinal
experimental studies in which caffeine intake was manipulated [52-54]. The observed caf-
feine-induced reduction in sleep duration supports the known function of caffeine as a central
nervous system stimulant. The alerting effects of caffeine are, in part, attributed to its role in
antagonizing adenosine receptors, which play a key role in regulating sleep homeostasis [55].
During wakeful periods, extracellular adenosine levels gradually rise in response to prolonged
neuronal activity, which leads to a reduction in neuronal activity and induces sleep [56]. Caf-
feine acts to antagonize this process, which also increases the cerebral utilization of noradrena-
line, dopamine, and serotonin-all of which play a role in augmenting wakefulness, thereby
instigating stimulant-driven alertness [57]. Both offer plausible explanatory mechanisms
accounting for why day-to-day changes in caffeine intake, by way of alternating day-to-day
adenosine signaling within the brain, resulting in night-to-night impairments in the amount
of sleep obtained by the brain.

Our current findings build on past experimental laboratory studies by providing a real-
world observational assessment of caffeine on sleep duration in a micro-longitudinal study
across multiple days and nights. Such a design enables additional insights into intra-individual
variations, beyond cross-sectional inter-individual understanding. Moreover, the current
study afforded night-to-night evaluation of the effects of caffeine when accounting for (and
examining the interaction between) three additional ecological key factors: 1) person-specific
variations, 2) weekday/weekend consumption difference, and 3) alcohol consumption.

In contrast to sleep quantity, there was no such association between caffeine consumption
and night-to-night changes in subjective sleep quality in this cohort and study, suggesting a
sleep-state misperception. While this may seem antithetical to the known stimulant properties
of caffeine, prior reports have similarly described mixed associations between caffeine and sub-
jective sleep quality. While several studies have reported the expected reduction in sleep quality
[54, 58, 59], other cross-sectional and longitudinal investigations have found no impact on
reported sleep quality [60-62]. One theory explaining the lack of an effect observed in these
past reports and in our study is that individuals learn to regulate their caffeine consumption to
fit their individual patterns of caffeine response over time. As such, individuals drink an
amount that they subjectively recognize is not altering their perceived sleep quality. This in
turn is hypothesized to mitigate the negative effects on self-reported sleep quality [45], and
may offer explanatory insights into the findings of the current study. Given the demonstrated
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reduction in sleep quantity from caffeine consumption in our cohort, however, a potential
danger from this sleep-state misperception arises. While their sleep quantity was objectively
reduced by caffeine, the subjects did not perceive their sleep quality as suffering, suggesting
they may not recognize the harm of caffeine on sleep. This mismatch in perception between
sleep quantity and quality may contribute to the continued use of caffeine despite its negative
consequences on sleep.

Alcohol consumption negatively affects subjective sleep quality and
moderately increases night-time awakenings

Independent of caffeine, subjective sleep quality is consistently rated as lower following alcohol
consumption [7, 44, 63, 64]. Our identification of an association between alcohol consumption
and impaired sleep quality is consistent with these reports, as is our finding that evening alco-
hol consumption increases consequential night-time awakenings and thus sleep fragmentation
[6,7, 65]. The current study importantly extends these prior studies by demonstrating that the
disruptive effects of alcohol on sleep remain significant on a day-to-day basis in real-world set-
tings. This was true even after controlling for person-specific variations in consumption, previ-
ous night’s sleep, consumption difference between weekdays and weekends, and caffeine
consumption. Since the choice of drinking alcoholic beverages is a voluntary behavior, our
real-world data serve as reaffirming motivational evidence that minimizing alcohol consump-
tion in service of improving sleep is an actionable insight for behaviorally-oriented sleep inter-
ventions, and suggests that such interventions would carry a public health benefit.

Mechanistically, the reduction in day-to-day reported sleep quality on nights when alcohol
was consumed by these financial traders is likely explained by at least three known physiologi-
cal effects of ethanol. First, alcohol consumption induces earlier-than-normal slow-wave sleep
(SWS) during the first half of sleep [20, 66]. This alcohol-induced alteration in the sleep cycle
then negatively impacts sleep quality and increases sleep fragmentation in the second half of
sleep when blood alcohol level decreases, potentially due to a reduction in SWS pressure in the
latter part of the night [48, 67].

Second, alcohol suppresses REM sleep in the early and middle portions of the sleep period.
This can result in homeostatic compensatory efforts by the brain that lead to increases in REM
sleep intensity in the later part of the night as blood alcohol level decreases [63, 67]. Such a
REM sleep rebound effect is known to cause more frequent night-time awakenings, which, in
turn, leads to inferior subjective sleep quality [64, 66, 68, 69].

Finally, alcohol consumption significantly increases activation of the sympathetic nervous
system during sleep, while inhibiting the parasympathetic nervous system [70-72]. These
changes are linked to higher heart rate, higher blood pressure, and lower heart rate variability
during sleep. Additionally, such excessive sympathovagal balance is associated with a greater
number of night-time awakenings, the result of which is a reduction in subjective sleep quality
[72-75]. Either one of these mechanisms, or a combination of some or all three, offers plausi-
ble insights into the observed night-to-night impact of alcohol consumption in this group.

Caffeine and alcohol interaction found to offset negative effects on sleep

An intriguing interaction was discovered between caffeine and alcohol consumption, such that
alcohol consumption at night partially offset caffeine’s otherwise negative impact on sleep
duration. However, this is not to imply that alcohol consumption is a useful tool for overcom-
ing the negative effects of excessive caffeine consumption. Rather, the finding suggests that the
GABA-receptor-mediated sedating effects of alcohol [41-44] may partially mitigate the stimu-
lant effects of caffeine [14, 45-47] when the two substances are consumed on the same day.
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Conversely, we further identified a lessening of the negative impact of alcohol on the next-
day subjective evaluation of sleep quality by caffeine. However, this is unlikely due to any bene-
ficial sleep-quality promoting effects of caffeine, but rather, the overcoming of the lower alert-
ness and fatigue caused by alcohol-induced sleep disruption, mediated through caffeine’s
alerting effect. Indeed, prior laboratory and cross-sectional survey studies corroborate the role
of caffeine in reducing alcohol-induced mental fatigue [21, 76, 77] and decrements in alertness
[78, 79]. Therefore, the habitual use of caffeine to “self-medicate” and thus overcome the still-
non-restorative alcohol-induced sleep in the morning through greater alertness would appear
to be a cogent explanation for this deleterious interaction observed in the current micro-longi-
tudinal investigation. Similarly, routine night-time consumption of alcohol may also be
explained as a form of “self-medication” in an effort to alleviate the stimulant effects of daytime
caffeine intake based on the interaction results we have identified.

Reversing the directional lens, our final analysis evaluated the link between sleep variables
the night prior and caffeine and alcohol consumption behaviors the following day. Previous
cross-sectional surveys and experimental studies have indicated a bidirectional relationship
between sleep and alcohol use: not only does alcohol predict poorer subsequent sleep, but poor
sleep can predict increased subsequent alcohol use [66, 80-82]. For example, across both longi-
tudinal survey findings in adolescents [83] and cross-sectional evaluations of university stu-
dents [84, 85], poor subjective sleep quality predicted increased use of alcohol.

In contrast to these data, we did not identify a significant relationship between prior sleep
duration or subjective sleep quality and next-day’s alcohol consumption in a cohort of working
professionals, although the number of prior night-time awakenings did exhibit a near signifi-
cant association (p = 0.07) with next day alcohol use, as would be expected. At least two factors
may explain these differences. First, the strength of the significance may have been reduced by
merging weekdays with weekends. Indeed, the variable of weekend was a statistically signifi-
cant predictor of the next day’s alcohol use (¢ = 1.986, p = 0.048). Moreover, both average alco-
hol consumption and sleep duration were significantly higher during weekends than on
weekdays (all p < 0.001) consistent with past findings [27, 29, 86].

Second, participants in the study may self-regulate their day-to-day alcohol consumption in
order to meet their work demands. This may be especially relevant considering that the partici-
pants’ profession—stock market trading-demands high levels of attention and cognitive pro-
cessing speed during fixed hours on weekdays. Thus, individuals may moderate their alcohol
intake before weekdays to maintain higher job performance, even when their previous night’s
sleep was poor.

Past research has identified a so-called “coffee cycle”, in which feeling tired in the morning
caused by prior poor sleep the night before leads to increased daytime caffeine use. This in
turn impairs subsequent sleep the following night, and the cycle escalates thereafter in a self-
fueling, bidirectional relationship [45, 46, 66]. While we did not identify a significant such rela-
tionship cycle wherein nightly sleep predicts next-day caffeine intake, this lack of finding may
be explained by the very stable and thus low day-to-day variance in caffeine consumption,
which negates the opportunity for an identified relationship.

Study limitations

Our findings must be appreciated in the context of several limitations. First, although the
study was a within-subjects, micro-longitudinal design, our sample was still modest in size and
consisted of 100% male-identifying subjects. Second, the sample was biased in the sense that
all subjects were working adults in an urban area who work together in the same field (finan-
cial trading). While our findings are largely consistent with predictions made by the extant
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literature, including large epidemiology studies in the general population, the generalizability
may nevertheless be limited because of the selective population studied. Third, the study did
not evaluate the effects of caffeine and alcohol on sleep in a controlled laboratory setting, but
rather, in a real-world ecological setting where uncontrolled factors may have exerted unmea-
sured effects. Fourth, caffeine quantity was measured in cups of caffeinated beverages instead
of caffeine quantity. That said, a random intercept was added to account for individual differ-
ences in the relationships between independent variables and the dependent variable, which
partially mitigates the issue of caffeine quantity intake standardization at the interindividual
level. Fifth, we were unable to assess the impacts of caffeine and alcohol on sleep latency onset
in the current study due to limited survey opportunities with the participants. Sixth, the exclu-
sion criteria did not include treatment seekers for sleep-related disorders, alcohol or drug use
disorder, or mental health-related disorder, and thus the possibility of interaction effects with
these disorders remains unknown. Finally, subjective reports of sleep and awakenings were
used rather than objective sleep measurements, such as polysomnography. While past studies
have demonstrated high degrees of consistency between subjective sleep measures and poly-
somnographic data [87-89], the addition of objective sleep measures would have provided
stronger support for the dynamics reported, and it is also possible that biases such as recall or
social desirability bias could have affected the data reported by the subjects.

Implications

Taken together, our findings in a cohort of financial traders suggest the sedating effects of alco-
hol and psychoactive stimulant effects of caffeine obscure each other’s impact on sleep quantity
and sleep quality, respectively—potentially explaining their interdependent use (i.e., “self-medi-
cation” of evening sedation with alcohol to combat the prior daytime ingestion of caffeine and
vice versa). More broadly, these results contribute to a unique understanding of the singular
and combinatory impacts of two of the most commonly used substances for augmenting
human consciousness under free-living, real-world conditions, the performance-impairing
(and thus economic-cost) consequences of which may be important to the business sector and
the society.
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