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Strategic Sleep
This past week, I joined with my colleagues at Good Morning America to work on a series of segments called “while you were sleeping,” addressing the many and at times surprising things you may be able to accomplish in sleep.


Among the more universally appealing of these is weight loss.  There is accumulating evidence that sleep deprivation contributes to weight gain by several mechanisms.  Being tired can interfere with judgment and restraint, and may lead to irritability for which food is therapeutic.  But there are also true physiologic disruptions induced by inadequate sleep that directly lead to overeating.


Recent studies show that lack of sleep causes levels of the stomach hormone, ghrelin, to rise, and levels of the hormone leptin, made in fat cells, to fall.  Ghrelin stimulates appetite, and leptin suppresses it, so this is a one-two punch when it comes to portion control.  Another study, in the Archives of Internal Medicine, noted an association between higher body weight and less sleep.

This relationship can, and probably does, work in both directions: sleep deprivation likely contributes to weight gain, while excess weight likely contributes to sleep deprivation.  The latter is because obesity is the leading cause of the sleep apnea syndrome, an important and potentially dangerous form of sleep disruption associated with loud snoring and periods of breathlessness.


But back to our main theme: sleep more, and you will alter your hormones in a way that dials down your appetite, and facilitates portion- and thereby weight- control.  
Another way to lose weight in sleep is by doing resistance training just a few times a week.  This refers to exercise like weight lifting, or stretching elastic bands, that stresses muscles and causes them to grow.  Every pound of muscle you add to your frame burns 30-50 extra calories a day, 24/7; that means even in sleep.  Exercise intermittently, burn more calories in your sleep, is a rather good deal!


Sleep may be applied toward other goals as well.  A technique called “corneal refractive therapy” uses special contact lenses, worn while sleeping, to reshape the eye and fix near-sightedness (myopia).  The eye rebounds each day, so the therapy is repeated each night.  The long-term safety of the approach is uncertain, and not many eye doctors provide it, but it does offer an alternative to either corrective lenses by day, or surgery.  So if improving your vision while your eyes are closed appeals, talk to your doctor about it.


A Harvard study shows that images- in this case, from a repetitive computer game called “tetris”- can be implanted into dreams.  This raises the prospect of developing teaching techniques that result in reinforcement of learning during sleep.

While research on the topic is fairly new, I can attest to the value of “sleep learning” personally.  Throughout my many years of school, including medical school, I would finish studying for the day by looking at my notes or texts, then closing my eyes and visualizing the page.  Whenever I did this shortly before sleep, I would wake the following morning with nearly photographic memory of the pages.  In fact, I often took exams recalling not just the answers from my notes, but the page number, too!

Even when not causing you to recall what notes were on which page, sleep will improve your memory and thinking.  Sleep deprivation alters the levels of key brain chemicals, and interferes directly with the ability to remember, and calculate.  Adequate amounts of sleep have the opposite effect.  Simply put, sleeping hones the mind.

You may be able to put subliminal messages to work in your sleep, too.  Some studies suggest that messages played during sleep can reinforce a commitment to behavior change, such as giving up cigarettes.  This is related to hypnosis, and works using the same “power of suggestion.”   There are claims that tapes played at night can help with other goals, such as learning a language.  I am not sure how strong the evidence for this is, but there isn’t much to lose.  Worst comes to worst, you will have slept though the attempt.

The importance of sleep is rather self-evident when you pause to consider how dangerous it must have been for our Stone Age ancestors to do.  In a world where we were prey, as well as predator, sleeping was a great liability.  If Natural Selection could have dispensed with it, it probably would have.  That it hasn’t done so suggests just how vital sleep is.  In fact, rather serious dysfunction sets in quickly with sleep deprivation, faster than with starvation in most cases.  The time lag before decompensation increases from air, to water, to sleep, to food- and is rather short for all of them.

Sleep repletes brain chemicals.  It is when tissues grow and heal.  Hormone levels vary in circadian cycles that are strongly influenced by sleep.  Immune function is enhanced by sleeping adequately, impaired by failing to do so.
Sleep tends to be one of the undervalued health aides in our society.  Many of us report not having enough time for it.  This argument is often directed at physical activity, too.  But it may just be that with regard to both, the ‘hurrieder we go, the behinder we get.’  Lack of sleep, like lack of exercise, may threaten both body and mind, dull the wits and weaken the will.  

Perhaps the idea that we can put sleep to productive uses other than simply refreshing ourselves will help it get the respect it deserves.  Busy and productive people may simply not have the time…NOT to get a good 8 hours of sleep a night!  With that in mind, I wish you sweet dreams.
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