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A Force Multiplier

Sleep

by 1stLt James Skeffington, USMCR

fter a wearing approach

march and entrenching, two

rzﬂe companies went into pe-

rimeter on adjoining ridges.
They were the same strength; the positions
were about equal. Both units were dog
tired. One commander ordered a 100
percent alert. The other put his men in the
sacks and, with a few of his NCOs, kept
watch. Thirty minutes later, the Chinese
attacked. The first company was routed
and driven from its hill immediately. The
second bounded from its sleeping bags,
Jfought like tigers, and held the position
until finally ordered by battalion to with-
draw!

These two rifle companies fought in
the Korean War, when water discipline
was a normal part of training.

Somewhere between then and now,
things changed. Marines now under-
stand the importance of drinking water.

Sleep is the new water, and sleep
deprivation is the new water disci-
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pline. Like water, we misunderstand
the importance of sleep, we don’t sleep
enough, and we treat sleep more like
an annoyance than the vital resource
it is. As we did with water, we need

The Science of Sleep

Humans spend a third of their lives
sleeping, and yet we still do not com-
pletely understand sleep. What happens
while we sleep? How does sleep rejuve-
nate our bodies and our minds? What
is the evolutionary reason for sleeping?
Scientists have hypotheses, but no con-
crete answers to these questions.

What scientists do understand, how-
ever, is the importance of sleep. In one
study, scientists kept 10 rats awake for

... Sleep is the new water, and sleep deprivation is the

new water discipline.

to change our customs and practices
around sleep. We need to stop treat-
ing sleep as an afterthought and start
treating sleep as the valuable resource
it really is.

Sleep is the new water, and sleep deprivation impacts his combat effectiveness. (Photo by Cpl

Kowshon Ko.)
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days. The rats developed lesions on
their skin, and, despite consuming ad-
ditional calories, they lost weight when
their metabolic systems failed. The rats
eventually died.

Studies on human subjects also dem-
onstrate the negative consequences of
sleep deprivation. Everything from
attention, to memory, to visuomotor
performance, to decision making and
judgment (both moral? and logical?)
suffers when participants are deprived of
sleep.4 In summary, our brains become
slower and make more mistakes when
deprived of sleep.

Some very clever scientists devised a
study equating sleep deprivation with
alcohol consumption.® After 17 to 19
hours without sleep, the intoxicated
participants (BAC [blood alcohol con-
tent] of .05) performed as well or better
than the sleep deprived participants on
various tests in terms of reaction time,
memory, and eye coordination. After
another hour without sleep, the legally
intoxicated research participants (BAC
of .10) performed better than the sleep
deprived participants. Sleep deprivation

Marine Corps Gazette ® December 2016



can be more dangerous than alcohol
consumption.

Odutside the laboratory, findings are
similar. We shoot less accurately,® make
riskier decisions,” and involuntarily fall
asleep more frequently after a long time
without rest.8 In one study, soldiers in
fire direction centers (FDC) processed
fire missions more slowly and less ac-
curately after being deprived of sleep.
Considering that an FDC is the brain
of an artillery battery, this result mimics
the laboratory findings that our brains
function more slowly and less accurately
when deprived of sleep.

Figure 1 displays a graph of their
productivity, extrapolated over 22
days.? Notice how the sleep deprived
FDCs were able to produce more at
first—those extra hours awake meant
additional missions. By day three,
however, their counterparts more than
made up the difference. By day six, the
seven-hour FDC was producing twice
as much firepower than the four-hour
group. That is a force multiplier; that
is economy of force in action.

Despite documented benefits of sleep,
we continue to deprive ourselves of sit.
We need between 7 and 9 hours of sleep
every 24 hour period.!% The average ci-
vilian gets 6.92 hours of sleep each day
and the average non-deployed service
member averages 6.56 hours.!! In en-
vironments like Army Ranger School
and at Service academies, the average
trainee gets closer to 3.20 hours!? and
5.77 hours!? per day, respectively. Anec-
dotal evidence suggests that combatants
may only get just minutes of sleep for

days on end when the enemy situation
is precarious.!4

Predictably, such severe sleep depri-
vation leads to severe mishaps. Perhaps
the most famous occurred during the
Battle of Savo Island near Guadalca-
nal.1> Before the battle began, the De-
stroyer USS Blue (DD-387) received
intelligence that a Japanese flotilla was
in the area. The captain put his crew on
100 percent alert. Three days later, eight
Japanese ships passed undetected within
a mile of the USS Blue. The lookouts
were likely “droning”—involuntarily
sleeping—and didn’t see the Japanese
ships as they passed through their for-
mation. The Japanese ships went on to
sink four allied cruisers and kill over
1,000 sailors, a perfect example of what
scientists innocuously describe in a labo-
ratory as “reduced cognitive vigilance
resulting from total sleep deprivation”
being gruesomely actualized in combat.

The Insidious Nature of Sleep Depri-
vation

What makes sleep deprivation so
malevolent is its “insidious nature.”1¢
The more we are deprived of sleep, the
worse our cognitive abilities become.
Our judgement erodes, so we incorrectly
conclude that we're fine. This conclusion
leads to the bad decision to delay sleep
further, which starts the whole cycle all
over again. (See Figure 2.) As time pass-
es, the sleep deprivation loops tighten as
we slowly neutralize the one faculty that
can help us escape the cycle—our brain.

Feeding the cycle are a host of com-
pounding dynamics. For one, the ef-

fects of sleep deprivation are usually
masked by mitigating factors. The lab
rats did not technically die of sleep de-
privation; they died when their essential
bodily systems failed. The root cause of
death—sleep deprivation—was masked
by other factors swirling around it. Also,

the negative effects of sleep deprivation
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Figure 1. FDC productivity.
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Figure 2. The sleep deprivation cycle. (lilus-
tration by author.)

are not distributed evenly among all our
faculties. Sleep deprivation affects us
physically but not nearly as much as it
affects us mentally. We can still walk,
talk, and pull a trigger, so our impaired
minds conclude that everything is fine.
In reality, we are just a shell of ourselves.

Ironically, the most harmful dynamic
is our warrior ethos, which sometimes
manifests itself as stoic self-denial.l”
We celebrate when Marines like John
Basilone hold off an entire Japanese
regiment with nothing more than “a
machine gun on the go for three days
and nights without sleep, rest or food.”8
This warrior ethos is the most impor-
tant tool a Marine brings to battle; it
is powerful, and we should use it, but
it is not inexhaustible.

We are correct to celebrate great Ma-
rines like John Basilone, but we should
also celebrate Marines like Gen Oliver
P. Smith at Chosin Reservoir.

The remnants of the Army’s 7th Divi-
sion elements ... had been enveloped by
the enemy for the greater part of one weck.
The cold, the privation and the suffering
at the hands of the [Chinese Communist
Forces] had been extremely harsh through-
out. In the case of these men, Major Gen-
eral Oliver Smith felt thar ar least 48
hours total rest was essential ... Though
the enemy vise steadily tightened, he still
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rested his troops ... Of this care, came
the big payoff to him and ro his people
[when they marched] out with the column
from Hagaru-ri ... A more precipitate,
but less bold, leader would have started
lunging from the hour when Hagaru-ri
and Yudam-ni became enveloped and,
Ist Marine Division would never have
come down the mountain to the sea.’

Treat Sleep like Chow and Water

The status quo is to continue treat-
ing sleep as an afterthought, a nicety,
a comfort. The knee-jerk reaction is to
prescribe more sleep for all-hands. The
preferred solution is simply to treat sleep
as what it really is: a valuable resource.

Once we understand the importance
of sleep, we will change our perspective
on it. Once we understand the effects
of sleep deprivation, we can properly
weight its costs and benefits. Once we
understand how important sleep is, we
will stop treating it as an annoyance and
start treating it as the essential resource
it is.

The solution does not involve bring-
ing operations to a screeching halt at
2100 every night. Nor does it involve
another MarineNet class to complete
each year. That may be feasible in the
airline or trucking industries, but it is
not feasible in ours. Sleep deprivation
is a part of combat, and there are le-
gitimate times when we must fight and
win on little or no sleep. However, that
does not preclude us from marshaling
our resources better.

We should equate sleep with chow
and water. If we teach Marines about
the importance of chow and water, then
we should teach them about the im-
portance of sleep. If we include chow
and water in paragraph four of our op-
erations order, then we should include
sleep too. And if we must sometimes
fight with parched lips and empty stom-
achs, then we must sometimes fight with
heavy eyes.

Sleep is a valuable resource. It is time
to start treating it as such.

They had marched for days and they
were hungry and tired—terribly tired.
Nothing was known of the enemy. Put
yourself in this young battalion command-
er’s place. What would your decision be?
This was bis ... The battalion will go into
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bivouac for the time being ... Get some
sleep and see if you can find something
to eat ... One double sentry post stood
well concealed in the south edge of the
village and observed the forest. Think of
this strange situation! A division is rest-

ing during its retreat and has charged a

battalion, which consists of only 130 men,

to secure its safety. Compare this situation

with the one in the early days of the war,

when 80 excited men guarded 160 other
men during their rest.?0
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