
 FEWER ZZZZ'S CAN LEAD TO
PROBLEMS

Why is sleep so important?

People with bouts of insomnia can

have problems in these areas, the

National Sleep Foundation says:

• Socially: Decreased ability to
enjoy friends and family, unable to
handle minor irritations, less-
satisfying relationships with partner.
 
• Career:  Decreased satisfaction
with job, lower performance scores,
less productivity and higher rates of
absenteeism.

  

• Physical: More likely to suffer
from pain conditions and
gastrointestinal distress. Sufferers
are at higher risk for hypertension
and heart disease. Also a risk factor
for developing diabetes. Sleep loss
is associated with reduced insulin
sensitivity. 

  

• Psychological:  More likely to
develop depression.

 Enlarge Illustration by Alejandro
Gonzalez, USA TODAY
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Catching up on lost sleep a dangerous illusion
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By Elizabeth Weise, USA TODAY
People who are chronically sleep-deprived may think they're
caught up after a 10-hour night of sleep, but new research
shows that although they're near-normal when they awake,
their ability to function deteriorates markedly as night falls.

Some studies show that almost 30% of Americans get less
than six hours of sleep at night. The research indicates that
the body's daily circadian rhythm hides the effects of chronic
sleep loss and gives such people a second wind between
about 3 p.m. and 7 p.m., when the circadian rhythm is
pushing them to be awake.
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But then they fall off a cliff in terms of attention.

Staying up for 24 hours straight is bad enough, but the study
shows that if you do that on top of having gotten less than six
hours of sleep a night for two to three weeks, your reaction
times and abilities are 10 times worse than they would have
been just pulling an all-nighter, says Daniel Cohen, a
neurologist at Harvard Medical School and lead author of the
study in Wednesday's Science Translational Medicine
journal.

That's dangerous for public health because many critical
positions are held by people who have to stay up long hours,
including doctors, paramedics, police officers and truckers.

Eve Van Cauter, a sleep researcher at the University of
Chicago, calls the study "almost scary, because it really
reveals that a large segment of the modern population may be
at high risk of committing catastrophic errors, particularly in
the middle of the night and the early morning hours."

To put this in context, prior research has shown that staying
awake for 24 hours in a row impairs performance on par with
legal intoxication with alcohol (for driving), and six hours of
sleep per night for two weeks causes a similar level of
impairment as staying awake for 24 hours, Cohen says.

The study followed participants who each took up residence
for 38 days at Brigham and Women's Hospital in Boston.
They had five days to catch up on sleep, then spent 21 days



 TROUBLE SLEEPING?

More than 20 million Americans
complain of insomnia, the
American Academy of Sleep
Medicine says. Although people
with chronic insomnia may need the
help of a sleep specialist, experts
say people who suffer from
occasional insomnia can take steps
to improve their sleep. Most people
need seven or eight hours of sleep.
Tips for achieving that:

DO

• Exercise in the morning several
times a week.

• Keep the bedroom dark, quiet,
cool (75 degrees or cooler).

• Get up at the same time every day.

• Try to get bright light exposure in
the morning, soon after waking.

• Avoid bright lights at night.

• Jot down worries before bedtime
in a different room and then say
goodnight to them.

• Have a routine that prepares you
for bed so your body will recognize
it and want to sleep.

• Use your bed only for sleeping
and sex. Condition yourself to
associate your bed with sleep.

• Give yourself 30-60 minutes to
wind down and relax before hitting
the sheets.

• Try a hot bath. Warming up and
then cooling down can make you
drowsy.

• Use medications carefully,
especially ones that contain
stimulants or ingredients that make
you drowsy.

DO NOT

• Go to bed unless you're sleepy.

• Have a big meal before bed.

• Take naps unless you have to and
never after 3 p.m.

• Drink alcohol within six hours of
bedtime.

on a sleep cycle of about 33 hours awake and 10 hours
asleep.

The study looked at three things: the number of consecutive
hours awake, the number of days or weeks of chronic sleep
reduction, and what time it was in the person's day. "How
those three factors combine determine how well we perform
at any moment," says Cohen.

"It's very hard to cheat the sleep system. You will pay a price
sooner or later," says David Dinges, a professor of sleep
studies at the University of Pennsylvania school of medicine.
This research suggests "it takes longer to recover from sleep
debts than has been believed in the past."

This study shows for the first time in humans that sleep
regulation is actually composed of at least two separate
processes acting on different time scales. The short-term
process causes performance to decline with each hour awake,
and this process can be rapidly overcome with one extended
sleep episode.

The long-term process builds over weeks of too-little sleep. It
causes a faster decline in performance for each hour a person
is awake, particularly during the biological late night, the
equivalent of 3 a.m. to 7 a.m. It is unknown how many nights
of good sleep it takes to recover from this longer-term
component.

This work in humans parallels work in animals showing
more than one mechanism that promotes sleepiness in the
context of reduced sleep hours. The sleep-inducing chemical
adenosine appears to increase with hours spent awake.
Recently a second mechanism, which is affected by long-
term sleep deprivation, has been found. In this, the number of
receptors in the brain for adenosine increase as long-term
sleep deficit becomes bigger.

In effect, the brain becomes sensitized to the effects of
adenosine, and the same number of hours awake has a bigger
impact on performance.

"Sleep appears to be a crucial process, and evolutionary
mechanisms have evolved so that more than one mechanism
kicks in to promote sleepiness," says Cohen.

Let's talk about sleep

Dr. Elizabeth Klerman is a physician at Brigham and
Women's Hospital and a professor at Harvard Medical
School. Dr. Klerman answered your sleep-related queries on
Thursday, January 14, from 1-2 p.m. ET.



• Take a sleeping pill for more than
three weeks without consulting your
physician.

• Smoke a cigarette or ingest other
forms of nicotine before bed.

• Drink caffeine after lunch.

• Workout strenuously within six
hours of bedtime.

• Use the bed to watch TV, talk on
the phone or play videogames.

• Hit the snooze button.
Oversleeping will make it harder to
fall asleep at night. Don't sleep late
on weekends, either.

Sources: American Academy of
Sleep Medicine, Public Citizen, and
Clete Kushida, president, American
Academy of Sleep Medicine
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