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ACCORDING to a new study in the journal BMJ that has received wide media coverage, people who 

regularly took sleeping pills were nearly five times more likely to die over a two and a half year 

period than those who didn’t take them.  

 

Related:  

• The Consumer: New Worries About Sleeping Pills (March 12, 2012) 

 

As the pioneering sleep scientist William Dement has argued, sleep is “the most important predictor 

of how long you will live — perhaps more important than smoking, exercise or high blood pressure.” 

Sleep deprivation ratchets up the stress system, leaving you more susceptible to even relatively mild 

sources of strain. When University of Chicago researchers led by Eve Van Cauter deprived young, 

healthy people of a few hours of sleep for six nights, they produced in them the hormonal profiles of 

much older people: higher levels of stress hormones and lower levels of growth hormone (essential to 

cell repair). The study’s participants developed hormonal imbalances conducive to weight gain and 

levels of insulin resistance like those of people with diabetes. 

Loss of sleep also compromises immune resistance and leaves you more vulnerable to everything 

from the common cold to cancer. In a University of Chicago study led by Karine Spiegel, participants 

whose sleep was restricted to four hours a night for six nights had, when vaccinated for influenza, 

less than half the immune response of those who had slept well. Michael Irwin and colleagues at the 

University of California, Los Angeles found that even modest sleep loss — only one night, between 3 

and 6 a.m. — significantly reduced white blood cell activity, a crucial line of defense against infection 

and cancer. 

Then there are the ravages of sleep deprivation on the mind and mood. After a night with four hours 

sleep or less, some people can’t think, can’t work, can barely string words together to make a 

sentence. Sleep deprivation undermines focus, creativity, motivation and judgment, and leads to a 

wide range of emotional disturbances including volatility, impulsivity and depression. Studies show 

that insomniacs have a hard time getting jobs, performing at jobs and holding on to jobs, let alone 

building careers.  

The drawbacks to sleep medication are real. These medications alter sleep cycles, so that the sleep 

they provide may not have the deep restorative benefits of natural sleep. They adversely affect 

memory and coordination, which can be bad news for the elderly, the group that takes them most. 

And you can develop a tolerance to them, causing you to take larger and larger doses to get the same 

effect. But the sleep they provide may make the difference between having a life or not. 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/2/1/e000850
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/03/12/new-worries-about-sleeping-pills/?ref=sunday
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/specialtopic/smoking-and-smokeless-tobacco/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/hypertension/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/test/growth-hormone/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/diabetes/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/common-cold/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/cancer/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/the-flu/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/specialtopic/immune-response/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
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The study in BMJ alludes to “the meager benefits” of sleep medications and the greater success of 

behavioral methods of dealing with insomnia, which include things like going to bed and getting up 

at set times and using the bed only for sleep.  

It’s not fun to rely on medications that carry risks. Nor is it fun to rely on doctors who are often not 

very sympathetic or knowledgeable about sleep, whose medical training is a hazing in sleep 

deprivation, and who often pride themselves on how little sleep they need. Insomniacs need doctors 

who will work with us to troubleshoot our condition; we do not need doctors who have been scared 

into a one-size-fits-all solution, when one size so obviously does not fit all. 

We need to be allowed to work out our own terms with sleep and balance one set of risks against the 

other, so we can get on with our lives. 
 
Full article:  
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/25/opinion/sunday/the-case-for-sleep-
medicine.html?partner=rssnyt&emc=rss 
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ACCORDING to a new study in the journal BMJ that has received wide media coverage, people who 

regularly took sleeping pills were nearly five times more likely to die over a two and a half year 

period than those who didn’t take them.  

 

Related:  

• The Consumer: New Worries About Sleeping Pills (March 12, 2012) 

Oh no, I groaned, reading the headlines, not another scare story about sleeping pills. As a lifelong 

insomniac who has extensively researched the topic, I find such stories alarming — but not because 

of the information they present. Rather, I’m afraid that they will cause doctors to stop prescribing 

these medications to people who need them. 

 

The risks of sleeping pills are real, as I well know, having taken them for three decades. But so are the 

risks of chronic sleep loss. As the pioneering sleep scientist William Dement has argued, sleep is “the 

most important predictor of how long you will live — perhaps more important thansmoking, exercise 

or high blood pressure.” 

Sleep deprivation ratchets up the stress system, leaving you more susceptible to even relatively mild 

sources of strain. When University of Chicago researchers led by Eve Van Cauter deprived young, 

healthy people of a few hours of sleep for six nights, they produced in them the hormonal profiles of 

much older people: higher levels of stress hormones and lower levels of growth hormone (essential to 

cell repair). The study’s participants developed hormonal imbalances conducive to weight gain and 

levels of insulin resistance like those of people with diabetes. 

http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/specialtopic/insomnia-concerns/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/25/opinion/sunday/the-case-for-sleep-medicine.html?partner=rssnyt&emc=rss
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/25/opinion/sunday/the-case-for-sleep-medicine.html?partner=rssnyt&emc=rss
http://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/2/1/e000850
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/03/12/new-worries-about-sleeping-pills/?ref=sunday
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/specialtopic/smoking-and-smokeless-tobacco/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/hypertension/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/test/growth-hormone/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/diabetes/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
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Loss of sleep also compromises immune resistance and leaves you more vulnerable to everything 

from the common cold to cancer. In a University of Chicago study led by Karine Spiegel, participants 

whose sleep was restricted to four hours a night for six nights had, when vaccinated for influenza, 

less than half the immune response of those who had slept well. Michael Irwin and colleagues at the 

University of California, Los Angeles found that even modest sleep loss — only one night, between 3 

and 6 a.m. — significantly reduced white blood cell activity, a crucial line of defense against infection 

and cancer. 

Then there are the ravages of sleep deprivation on the mind and mood. After a night with four hours 

sleep or less, I can’t think, can’t work, can barely string words together to make a sentence. Sleep 

deprivation undermines focus, creativity, motivation and judgment, and leads to a wide range of 

emotional disturbances including volatility, impulsivity and depression. Studies show that 

insomniacs have a hard time getting jobs, performing at jobs and holding on to jobs, let alone 

building careers. No wonder so many people make the trade-off that I’ve made: medication for 

functionality. 

The recent study in BMJ about the dangers of sleep medications had methodological shortcomings: It 

compared a large group of people who had been prescribed sleep medication with a large group that 

had not, matching them in terms of age, sex, ethnicity, body mass index, smoking and drinking — 

but not in terms of how well they slept. Given that those taking the medications had more 

hypertension, heart failure, obesity, asthmaand other health problems associated with poor sleep to 

begin with, it’s not surprising they had higher mortality rates. 

Which is not to say that the drawbacks to sleep medication aren’t real; they are. These medications 

alter sleep cycles, so that the sleep they provide may not have the deep restorative benefits of natural 

sleep. They adversely affect memory and coordination, which can be bad news for the elderly, the 

group that takes them most. And you can develop a tolerance to them, causing you to take larger and 

larger doses to get the same effect. But the sleep they provide may make the difference between 

having a life or not. 

The study in BMJ alludes to “the meager benefits” of sleep medications and the greater success of 

behavioral methods of dealing with insomnia, which include things like going to bed and getting up 

at set times and using the bed only for sleep. But such strategies are not as effective as is sometimes 

claimed: studies that demonstrate their efficacy tend to look at small numbers of carefully screened, 

self-selected and highly motivated subjects. Face it, if behavioral modification were that simple, there 

wouldn’t be so many of us taking medications. 

It’s not fun to rely on medications that carry risks. Nor is it fun to rely on doctors who are often not 

very sympathetic or knowledgeable about sleep, whose medical training is a hazing in sleep 

deprivation, and who often pride themselves on how little sleep they need. Insomniacs need doctors 

who will work with us to troubleshoot our condition; we do not need doctors who have been scared 

into a one-size-fits-all solution, when one size so obviously does not fit all. 

We need to be allowed to work out our own terms with sleep and balance one set of risks against the 

other, so we can get on with our lives. 

Gayle Greene, a professor of English at Scripps College, is the author of “Insomniac.” 

http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/common-cold/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/cancer/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/the-flu/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/specialtopic/immune-response/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/heart-failure/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/symptoms/morbid-obesity/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/asthma/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/specialtopic/insomnia-concerns/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://www.scrippscollege.edu/academics/faculty/gayle-greene.php
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http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/09/24/teen-sleep-study_n_3985359.html 

 

“Adults are good with eight hours of sleep, but because teenage minds and bodies 
are developing so rapidly, they should be getting about nine,” explained Allison 
Harvey, the principle investigator in the study and a professor of psychology at 
UC Berkeley, to The Huffington Post. 

The National Sleep Foundation suggests that most teens get nine hours and 15 
minutes per night, and recent studies have tied sleep deprivation to depression, 
obesity, heart disease and low birth weight. A study published in the Journal of 
Adolescent Health found that only 8 percent of teens were getting the 
recommend amount of sleep. 

"It's very, very clear," said Harvey. "We think better and we feel better when we're 
sleeping well."  
 
 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/09/24/teen-sleep-study_n_3985359.html
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/article/sleep-topics/teens-and-sleep
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/article/sleep-topics/teens-and-sleep
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2010/06/09/sleep-deprivation-linked_n_605816.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/08/06/obesity-and-sleep_n_3715937.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2013/04/22/health_poor-sleep-quality-contribute-heart-disease_n_3136134.html?just_reloaded=1
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/07/19/sleep-pregnant-women-depression-inflammation-_n_3618441.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/answer-sheet/post/sleep-deprivation-and-teens-walking-zombies/2012/03/10/gIQAr0QP3R_blog.html

