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Sl eep less, live longer, scientists say in new study_________________________________
Thos ewho get eig ht hou rs a nig ht or more mig ht not be doi ng themselves a fav o ur

BY CAROLYN ABRAH AM
MEDICAL REPORTER

A new study that mig ht keep people awa ke
at nig ht has fou nd a mys ter iou sli nk bet ween
sleepi ng les sand liv ing longe r.

Re searche rs dis cov ere d that all othe r fac-
to rs of die t, age, health and lifestyle bei ng
equal, those who sle pt eig ht hou rs a nig ht
we re 12 per cent more likely to die wit hin a
si x-year per iod than those who sle pt sev en
hours.

Even those sle epi ng as lit tle as five hou rs a
night liv ed longe rthan those who sle pt eig ht
hours or more. Thos ewho cau ght bet ween
si x and sev en hou rs had the lowe s tdeath rate.

People in the study, which inclu ded more
than a millio n par ticipants, died of com mon,
natural kil lers, like heart dis ease, stroke sand
canc e rs.

The res ult s have stumped the res earche rs,
who cannot exp lain the association bet ween
an eig ht-hou rsleep dur ation and higher death
rates. They hav ealso irked others, who wor-
ry that today’s socie ty, alrea dy charact e rized
by sle ep deprivation, needs no prompting to
enjo y le ss pil low tim e.

Bu t the lea dau t hor of the study, pub lis hed
today in theAr chi ves of Gen era l Psychi atr y,
in sis t sthe matt e rdema n dsfurthe r inve s tig a-
tion.

"A ddition a l studie s are needed to det e r-
mine if setting you r alarm clock earli er wil l
actually improve you r health ," said Daniel
Kripke, a sle ep res earch speci ali st and psy-
chiat ry profe sso r at the Unive rsity of Cali-
fo rnia in San Diego.

"I t is quite pos sib le that just as we rest rict
ou r diet s fo r bett e r health , we may hav eto
re s trict our sle ep a lit tle and not sle ep all we
can."

What is cle ar, Dr. Kripke said, is that
adul ts do not need eig ht hou rs a nig ht to be
healthy.

"I t’s ver y safe to sle ep five, six or sev en
hours a nig ht," he said. "The idea that we
ne e deight hou rs is a wid ely circula ted belief
– eve nsleep res earche rs believe it – thoug h
there’s no evidenc e."

It has long been known that people who
sleep exc essiv ely, more than 10 hou rs nig htly,
and those who snooze fewer than three or
fo ur hou rs, die soone r than those wit h av er-
age sle epi ng habits.

In par t, this is becau se ext rem esleepi ng
habits are usually a symptom of some othe r
un d erlyi ng health problem , su ch as depre s-
si on, sle ep apnea, obesity, or anorexi a, said
Coli n Sh api ro, directo r of the sle ep and aler t-
ness cli nic at the Toron t oWe s ter nHo spi tal.

This lat est study confi rme d that sle epi ng
le ss than fou r hours als o in cre ases the risk
of death. Yet the notio n that an eig ht-hou r
sleep con stitutes the far end of a nor mal
sleepi ng range is new and, to some, con tro -
ve rsi al.

"I can tel l you a lot of people who feel
good after eig ht or 8½ hou rs sle ep," said
Meir Kryge r, directo r of the sle ep dis orders
cent re at St. Bon iface Gen eral Hospi tal and
profes sor of int e rnal medicin eat the Unive r-
sity of Manitoba .

"Tel ling people they are sle epi ng too much
or too lit tle based on a popula t ion study is
li ke sayi ng someon eis too tall or too sho rt,
what can you really do about it?"

No one disp u t es, for exa mple, that child -
re n requ ire sig n ific a n tly more sle ep than
adul ts and that adult s lo se their ability to
sleep deeply as they age.

Dr. Shapi ro poi nted out that people’s des -
cr iptio ns of their sle epi ng habits are als o
highly sub jective, and tim e spent in bed is
not the same as tim espent sle epi ng.

Acco r ding to Statis ti cs Cana da, people are
sleepi ng an ave r age of sev en hou rs a nig ht,
an hour les sthan they did 25 years ago.

Dr. Kripke’s res earch , which is par t of a
larger proje ct looking at risk facto rs for
canc e r, is the first large -scale popula t ion
study of sle ep to con sid er such variable sas
age, die t, exe rci se, prev iou shealth problems
and smoking .

Be twe en 1982 and 1988, the res earche rs fol-
lowe d1.1 mil l io n men and women bet ween
the age sof 30 and 102. But they said the
re sul ts were not availa ble until recently due
to the amou nt of tim e requ ire d to analyze
the mou ntain sof dat a.

Dr. Kripke specula ted that one facto r to be
ex plo red in the relation s hip bet ween sle ep
times and longevity is the activ ity of cyto-
kines. Cytok ines, protein s that can help
orchest r ate immun e-sys tem cel ls aga inst an
inva de r, are rele ase d in the brain during
sleep and can actually induce sle ep.

Bu t whet her sle epi ng too much raises them
to harmful lev els , is not cle ar, Dr. Kripke said.

Re searchers discove red
that all other fac tors of

diet, age , he alt h an d life -
style being equ a l, those
who slept eight hours a
night wer e 12 per cent

more likely to die within
a six-year per iod than
those who slept seve n

ho urs.

‘A ddit ional studie s ar e
needed to determine if

sett ing your alarm clo ck
earlier will actually im-

prove your healt h’,

In part, this is because
extr e m e sleepi ng hab i ts

ar e usually a symptom of
som e other underlying

he alt h prob l em,

Dr. Shapiro pointed out
people’s descr ipt ions of
their sleep ing hab i ts are
also highly subje c tive,

20 -02-10


