Sleep, sweat, and sobriety: a qualitative exploration of how physical activity
influences sleep during substance use disorder recovery
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Introduction: Sleep disturbances are common among individuals with substance use
disorders (SUDs), can persist beyond treatment, and increase relapse risk while worsening
co-occurring mental health conditions [1,2]. Physical activity (PA) improves sleep in general
populations [3], with emerging evidence suggesting similar benefits in SUD recovery [4].
However, no study has qualitatively explored how people in recovery and clinicians perceive
the PA-sleep relationship. As part of a mixed-methods investigation examining daily PA—
sleep associations in SUD recovery [5], this study explored these perspectives to inform the
design of tailored interventions.

Methods: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 21 people with lived experience
(PWLE) of SUD treatment and/or recovery at varying recovery stages and 15 stakeholders
(clinicians and managers) from residential treatment facilities in Perth, Western Australia.
Interviews explored experiences of sleep during recovery, perceptions of how PA influences
sleep quality, and preferences for sleep interventions. Interviews were transcribed verbatim
and analysed using inductive reflexive thematic analysis [6].

Results: Five themes were generated. PWLE and stakeholders emphasised sleep's central
importance for recovery, noting that poor sleep undermined mood, functioning, relationships,
and relapse prevention, while good sleep supported recovery engagement. PA was
predominantly perceived as beneficial for sleep, particularly through improved sleep onset,
fewer awakenings, and enhanced sleep quality, although effects varied by activity type,
timing, and intensity. Participants endorsed structured PA programs, relaxation techniques,
psychoeducation, routine-building, goal setting, and device-supported monitoring as
desirable intervention components.

Discussions and Conclusions: These findings provide novel qualitative evidence that PA
is perceived as beneficial for sleep during SUD recovery, complementing quantitative
research [4,5]. The convergence of PWLE and stakeholder perspectives highlights demand
for sleep-focused interventions integrating PA alongside psychoeducation and behavioural
strategies.

Implications on communities, practice, policy and/or First Nations communities:
Findings suggest that integrating structured PA and sleep hygiene into SUD treatment is
desired by and acceptable to both clients and clinicians, and can inform the development of
tailored, person-centred sleep interventions in residential and community-based recovery
settings.

Disclosure of Interest Statement: No pharmaceutical grants were received in the
development of this study. This work was funded by the Curtin enAble Institute. All authors
declare that they have no conflicts of interest.


mailto:sascha.thal@curtin.edu.au

References

1.

Lopez-Mucifio LA, Garcia-Garcia F, Cueto-Escobedo J, Acosta-Hernandez M, Venebra-
Munoz A, Rodriguez-Alba JC. Sleep loss and addiction. Neurosci Biobehav Rev. 2022
Oct 1;141:104832. doi:10.1016/j.neubiorev.2022.104832

. Reid-Varley WB, Ponce Martinez C, Khurshid KA. Sleep disorders and disrupted sleep in

addiction, withdrawal and abstinence with focus on alcohol and opioids. J Neurol Sci.
2020 Apr 15;411:116713. doi:10.1016/j.jns.2020.116713

. Kline CE, Hillman CH, Bloodgood Sheppard B, Tennant B, Conroy DE, Macko RF, et al.

Physical activity and sleep: An updated umbrella review of the 2018 Physical Activity
Guidelines Advisory Committee report. Sleep Med Rev. 2021 Aug 1;58:101489.
doi:10.1016/j.smrv.2021.101489

. Duquet L, Galli S, Haffen E, Giustiniani J. The Impact of Physical Activity on Sleep in

Alcohol Users: A Systematic Review. Addict Biol. 2025;30(7):e70050.
doi:10.1111/adb.70050

. Thal S, Richardson C, McVeigh J, Thompson C, Wan P, Pang B, et al. Impact of physical

activity on sleep in adults recovering from substance use disorders: a protocol for an N-of-
1 observational study. BMJ Open. 2025 Dec 1;15(12):e111485. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-
2025-111485 PubMed PMID: 41453785.

. Braun V, Clarke V. One size fits all? What counts as quality practice in (reflexive) thematic

analysis? Qual Res Psychol. 2021 Jul 3;18(3):328-52.
doi:10.1080/14780887.2020.1769238



