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Abstract: I have noticed that many students have gotten a false sense of productivity from sleeping less. Although it’s commonly 

known that lack of sleep can have detrimental effects on our bodies, this article focuses on how the phenomenon of heightened 

production on little sleep can be explained. Furthermore, as the lack of sleep leads to raised stress levels, I describe the consequences of 

prolonged sleep deprivation or chronic stress on the human body. In a student’s life, stress is almost unavoidable and sleep deprivation 

is only one source of stress. Therefore, the question of how to stay productive without giving up your health becomes essential for every 

student. To answer this question, this article indicates the relevance of stress perception, introduces some of the stress management 

techniques and explains how and why they work with corresponding student life examples.  
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As a student, I am constantly surrounded by the academic 

world, which has become increasingly competitive. 

Therefore, it should come as no surprise that students are 

stressed and resting worse than ever. I have far too often 

heard my peers saying how they again studied all night and 

didn’t get enough sleep. We all know that lack of sleep can 

have detrimental effects on our bodies, but why do we still 

keep torturing ourselves with sleep deprivation? The reason 

is that some have gotten a false sense of productivity from 

sleeping less. This has led them to conclude how they might 

work better when sleep-deprived. So the question is why so 

many of us feel a sense of heightened production on little 

sleep.  

 

Stress – is a response of the body to any external demand. 
There is a significant amount of studies that exhibit a 

decrease in performance due to lack of sleep (e.g. Morales et 

al, 2019). Nonetheless, hyperactivity and restlessness are 

hidden forms of a stress response and that’s what can make 

you productive if you direct it into studying. These 

behaviours are the outcomes of the overexcited reticular 

activating system (RAS) – a network of nerves at the lowest 

(vegetative) level of our brain that connects the mind and the 

body. When functioning normally, the neural connections 

are used for processing and learning information and for 

ensuring the ability to focus. According to the Yerkes-

Dodson Law, we need a certain amount of stress to perform 

the best we can. However, beyond this so-called optimal 

point, additional stress can cause feelings of anxiety and 

exhaustion, leading to disorganization and even burnout. So, 

while sometimes you can be very productive, due to the lack 

of sleep acting as a positive stress (eustress) factor, in the 

long run, the functioning of the RAS will go down, due to 

the turn of eustress to distress (severe or prolonged stress, 

such as chronic stress) (Selye, general adaptation syndrome, 

1951).  
 

 
 

Prolonged exposure to stress can cause the development of 

stress-related disorders, both mental and physical. One of 

them can be a cardiovascular group of disorders or disorders 

of the heart and blood vessels. There was a meta-analysis of 

the studies from the USA, Finland, Australia, Israel, 

Sweden, The Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, the 
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UK and Northern Ireland done by Kivimaki et al in 2015. 

The findings showed a positive correlation between long 

working hours, causing stress, and stroke (figure 1). This 

was one of the studies on “karoshi” (from Japanese “death 

from overwork”), which can be explained by repetitive 

activation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis (HPA).  

 

HPA axis is the body’s natural reaction to stress. Essentially 

it is a chain of physiological processes that formulates the 

stress response. It contains the work of the hypothalamus 

and pituitary gland in our brain, as well as the adrenal glands 

on top of our kidneys. The hypothalamus releases 

Corticotrophin hormone (CRH), which signals the Pituitary 

gland to secrete Adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH) into 

the bloodstream, then it travels to the Adrenal cortex of the 

Adrenal Glands and prompts the release of Glucocorticoids, 

mainly cortisol, which results in the stress response 

activation (figure 2). The long-term stress keeps activating 

this process, which is therefore detrimental to all involved 

systems. That’s why activation of the HPA axis together 

with elevated cortisol levels over an extended time has been 

linked to an increased risk of various stress-related diseases, 

including cardiovascular diseases, metabolic disorders 

(Thorand, Löwel et al, 2005) and immune system 

dysfunction (Kiecolt-Glaser et al, 1984).  

 

However stress is unavoidable, it is a part of our life as 

students, and sleep deprivation is only one source of stress. 

In student life, stress can also be caused by: the novelty of 

the situation (such as starting a new school, university or 

academic program), the unpredictability of the outcome (e.g. 

unknown format of the exam), a threat to your ego (for 

instance receiving a lower grade than expected) or the loss 

of control over the situation (like Internet disconnection 

during an online test) (The Centre for Studies on Human 

Stress). All of these stress factors can be the reason for 

decreasing efficiency in studies. So the question of how to 

manage stress without giving up your health and stay 

productive becomes essential.  

 

To succeed in this task you should learn how to perceive the 

stress and how to cope with it. According to Lazarus and 

Folkman’s Cognitive Appraisal theory (1984), a potential 

stressor (external emotional event) causes 2 cognitive 

appraisal processes that happen almost simultaneously: 

primary appraisal and secondary one. Primary appraisal is 

your perception of the nature (positive/ negative/ neutral) of 

an event and the respective level of threat the event presents 

to you. Secondary appraisal is your judgement about your 

coping abilities and resources, sufficient to overcome a 

stressor. Meaning that if you think that writing an essay is a 

complicated or scary task and you are not sure that you can 

deal with it (for example due to low self-esteem), you will 

get stressed and won’t complete the task, even though you 

may have incredible writing skills. On the other hand, if you 

interpret the task as a challenging one, you may find it as an 

opportunity to express creativity, by therefore treating it not 

as stressful, but as an interesting event. Such a challenging 

way to deal with stress was named hardiness by Dr Salvatore 

and defined as “a combination of three attitudes 

(commitment, control, and challenge) that provide the 

courage and motivation needed to turn stressful 

circumstances from potential calamities into opportunities 

for personal growth”. In the research by Ouellette et al 

(1985), hardiness was found to be the most important 

resistance factor and the best one to avoid stress-related 

illness. 

 

 
 

Of course, the initial perception of a situation is strongly 

dependent on your previous experiences (successes/ failures) 

with the same kind of problems (Patel’s model of human 

stress, 1991). With this in mind, you can work on yourself to 

improve your perception of stressful situations, become 

more productive, reduce stress and therefore, improve 

overall well-being. Another path is to learn how to use stress 

management techniques, which will allow you to calm down 

faster and eventually change your perception of stressors, as 

you “collect” experiences. Some useful techniques may 

include:  

 

a) Problem- focused coping strategies, such as taking 

baby steps. The division of a task into smaller pieces and 

setting a deadline for yourself for each part will help to 

overcome overwhelming stress from the overload of 

work that needs to be done. I use this strategy very often 

while studying on the IB (International Baccalaureate) 

Diploma program. Breaking every assignment into parts 

allows me to work on multiple of them simultaneously, 

by in fact dealing with one at a time. It can look like this: 

Introduction writing part of Chemistry IA, Conclusion 

part of Math IA, Analysis part of Psychology IA, Main 

body part of Chemistry IA, etc. IA refers to Internal 

Assignment – a longer essay in each subject.  Problem-

focused coping strategies help you to concentrate on the 

problem and actively solve it.  

b) Emotion- focused coping strategies, for example, 

adjustment of expectations from yourself and life. 

Sometimes, we demand much more from ourselves than 

we can fulfil in reality. Accepting the fact that you 
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cannot make it as perfect as you wish at this moment and 

lowering your expectations, will release the stress from 

an emotional dissonance of underperformance. Emotion-

focused coping strategies, provide you with short-term 

solutions to your distress, instead of the problem itself. 

They can be vital when we need to overcome the 

emotions or stress the problem is causing, in order to 

think of possible solutions. My real-life example is when 

I am panicking so much about an upcoming examination 

that I can’t even start preparing for it. Realizing that at 

the current moment, I have to deal with much more than 

this exam only, will relieve me from the stress, by 

adjusting expectations from myself. I will “negotiate” 

with myself that it is okay to write one exam well instead 

of perfect. In this case, scheduling would help much 

more than an emotional balance, but to consider that 

option I first need to lower my stress to an optimal level.  

c) Relaxation techniques, for instance, autogenetic 

training. Autogenetic training – is a self-generated 

relaxation method, that allows you to relax your mind 

from relaxing your body. One of the forms of this 

training, the imaginary one, stimulated by an audio input 

works best for me, because as an artistic person I excel in 

imagination. For example, if I hear a summer song from 

past years, I get automatically involved in the 

visualization of the good, calming memories. After just 

ten minutes of imagining, I can release the stress from 

the current problem. With this fresh start, I get more 

energy and a better focus. It is essential in autogenetic 

training to not get interrupted and to free up the time 

(even though it wouldn’t take long) to fully immerse 

yourself in sensations. In cases of high levels of 

involvement and motivation, relaxation techniques can 

be very effective, when dealing with anxiety or stress. 

For example, in the study of death anxiety (DA) among 

nursing students during the COVID-19 time, there was a 

significant decrease in DA after only one month of 

guided imagery relaxation technique.  

 

In conclusion, even though lack of sleep can sometimes 

cause productivity, prolonged exposure to stress due to the 

deficit in sleep or other stressors in a student’s life, would 

more likely cause serious physiological problems. That is 

why the solution to productivity should rather be based on 

stress-management techniques, than stress-causing methods, 

like sleep deprivation. Although, as humans, we need certain 

amounts of stress to be productive, one would be successful 

only by maintaining a healthy work-life (or study-life) 

balance.  
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