Handout 4

Flying High, but Feeling Low

(FYI, Blanchard & Root, 1996, Volume 1)

1.
Do you ever feel sick, confused, or very tired after a long plane ride? If you were flying east to west or west to east, the problem could have been jet lag. Jet lag happens when your body’s time clock becomes confused. Crossing several time zones may make you feel very tired. You may become confused because you are fatigued. In fact, you may become so mixed-up that you won’t be able to concentrate. You might get headaches and notice that you have problems eating and sleeping. These are all symptoms of jet lag.

2.
However, if you feel tired after flying from north to south or south to north, you do not have jet lag. You probably feel tired from the stress and work of getting ready for the trip. You will feel better after you get some sleep. The symptoms that you feel during a flight, such as thirst and motion sickness, are not jet lag either. They are caused by the air pressure in the plane. When you travel north or south you do not change time zones. Therefore, you do not have true jet lag.

3.
Some people suffer more from jet lag than other people do. Symptoms may last for one day or several days. Chronobiologists, the scientists who study the effects of time on living things, say that the seriousness of your reaction depends on several factors. One factor is the number of time zones you crossed. Another factor is whether you flew east to west or west to east. It is easier to adjust after an east-to-west flight. Personality factors also affect how easily you adapt to the new time. For example, “night” people adapt more easily than “morning” people. Extroverts (outgoing, sociable people) adjust more easily than introverts (shy, quiet people). Flexible people who don’t mind changes have fewer problems than inflexible people who are rigid and don’t like change. Younger people suffer less than older people. Healthier people get over jet lag more easily than people who are sick.

4.
Jet lag is something that many people feel but not many understand. Researchers are working to understand jet lag well enough to be able to prevent it. To avoid serious symptoms, it may help to drink plenty of liquids in flight, wear comfortable clothes, and move around every hour. Some doctors even recommend special diets to help control jet lag. Books and anti-jetlag products are already available in stores. If you are planning to fly across time zones, don’t let jet lag ruin your trip.

