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Could getting too lit tle sleep in crease your chances of de vel op ing de men tia?
For years, re searchers have pon dered this and other ques tions about how sleep re lates to cog ni tive de cline.
An swers have been elu sive be cause it is hard to know if in su�  cient sleep is a symp tom of the brain changes
that un der lie de men tia – or if it can ac tu ally help cause those changes.
Now, a large new study re ports some of the most per sua sive �nd ings yet to sug gest that peo ple who do not
get enough sleep in their 50s and 60s may be more likely to de velop de men tia when they are older.
The re search, pub lished on Tues day last week in the jour nal Na ture Com mu ni ca tions, has lim i ta tions but also
sev eral strengths. It fol lowed nearly 8,000 peo ple in Bri tain for about 25 years, be gin ning when they were 50
years old.
It found that those who con sis tently re ported sleep ing six hours or less on an av er age weeknight were about
30 per cent more likely than peo ple who reg u larly got seven hours of sleep (de �ned as “nor mal” sleep in the
study) to be di ag nosed with de men tia nearly three decades later.
Dr Kris tine Ya�e, a pro fes sor of neu rol ogy and psy chi a try at the Univer sity of Cal i for nia, San Fran cisco, who
was not in volved in the study, said: “It would be re ally un likely that al most three decades ear lier, this sleep
was a symp tom of de men tia, so it’s a great study in pro vid ing strong ev i dence that sleep is re ally a risk fac -
tor.”
Pre-de men tia brain changes such as ac cu mu la tions of pro teins as so ci ated with Alzheimer’s are known to be -
gin 15 to 20 years be fore peo ple ex hibit mem ory and think ing prob lems, so sleep pat terns within that time -
frame could be con sid ered an emerg ing e� ect of the dis ease.
That has posed a “chicken or egg ques tion of which comes �rst, the sleep prob lem or the pathol ogy”, said Dr
Erik Musiek, a neu rol o gist and co-di rec tor of the Cen tre on Bi o log i cal Rhythms and Sleep at Washington
Univer sity in St Louis, who was not in volved in the new re search.
“I don’t know that this study nec es sar ily seals the deal, but it gets closer be cause it has a lot of peo ple who
were rel a tively young. There’s a de cent chance that they are cap tur ing peo ple in mid dle age be fore they have
Alzheimer’s dis ease pathol ogy or plaques and tan gles in their brain.”
Drawing on med i cal records and other data from a prom i nent study of Bri tish civil ser vants called White hall
II, which be gan in the mid-1980s, re searchers tracked how many hours 7,959 par tic i pants said they slept in
re ports �led six times be tween 1985 and 2016. By the end of the study, 521 peo ple had been di ag nosed with
de men tia at an av er age age of 77.
The team was able to fac tor out sev eral be haviours and char ac ter is tics that might in �u ence peo ple’s sleep
pat terns or de men tia risk, said an author of the study, Dr Sev er ine Sabia, an epidemiologist at French pub lic-
health re search cen tre Inserm. Those in cluded smok ing, al co hol con sump tion, how phys i cally ac tive peo ple
were, body mass in dex, fruit and veg etable con sump tion, ed u ca tion level, mar i tal sta tus and con di tions such
as high blood pres sure, di a betes and car dio vas cu lar dis ease.
“The study found a mod est, but I would say some what im por tant, as so ci a tion of short sleep and de men tia
risk,” said As so ci ate Pro fes sor Pamela Lut sey of epi demi ol ogy and com mu nity health at the Univer sity of
Min nesota, who was not in volved in the re search.
“Short sleep is very com mon and be cause of that, even if it’s mod estly as so ci ated with de men tia risk, it can
be im por tant at a so ci etal level. Short sleep is some thing we have con trol over, some thing you can change.”
Still, the study had lim i ta tions that pre vent it from prov ing that in ad e quate sleep can help cause de men tia.
Most of the sleep data was self-re ported, a sub jec tive mea sure that is not al ways ac cu rate, ex perts said.
“It’s al ways di�  cult to know what to con clude from these kinds of stud ies,” wrote Dr Robert Howard, a pro -
fes sor of old age psy chi a try at Univer sity Col lege London. “In som ni acs – who prob a bly don’t need some thing
else to ru mi nate about in bed shouldn’t worry that they are head ing for de men tia un less they get o� to sleep
im me di ately.”
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There are com pelling sci en ti�c the o ries about why too lit tle sleep might ex ac er bate the risk of de men tia, es -
pe cially Alzheimer’s.
Stud ies have found that cere brospinal �uid lev els of amy loid, a pro tein that clumps into plaques in
Alzheimer’s, “go up if you sleep de prive peo ple”, Dr Musiek said.
Other stud ies of amy loid and an other Alzheimer’s pro tein, tau, sug gest that “sleep is im por tant for clear ing
pro teins from the brain or lim it ing the pro duc tion”, he added.
One the ory is that the more peo ple are awake, the longer their neu rons are ac tive and the more amy loid is
pro duced, he said.
An other the ory is that dur ing sleep, �uid �ow ing in the brain helps clear out ex cess pro teins, so in ad e quate
sleep means more pro tein build-up, he added.
Some sci en tists also think getting su�  cient time in cer tain sleep phases may be im por tant for clear ing pro -
teins.
Prof Lut sey said too lit tle sleep might also func tion in di rectly, fu elling con di tions that are known de men tia
risk fac tors. “Think of some one who is stay ing up too late and hav ing snacks, or be cause they get very lit tle
sleep, they have low mo ti va tion for phys i cal ac tiv ity. That could pre dis pose them to obe sity and then things
like di a betes and hy per ten sion that have been ro bustly linked to de men tia risk.”
So, if short sleep is a cul prit, how can peo ple get more zzz’s?
“In gen eral, sleep ing pills and a lot of other things don’t give you as deep of a sleep,” Dr Ya�e said. And “we
re ally want the deep sleep be cause that seems to be the time when things get cleared out and it’s more
restora tive.”
She said naps are okay to catch up on missed sleep, but getting a good night’s sleep should make naps un nec -
es sary. Peo ple with sleep dis or ders should con sult sleep spe cial ists, she said.
For oth ers, Prof Lut sey said, hav ing a reg u lar sleep sched ule, avoid ing ca� eine and al co hol be fore bed time
and re mov ing phones and com put ers from the bed room are among the Cen tres for Dis ease Con trol and
Preven tion’s “sleep hy giene” guide lines.
But much about sleep re mains puz zling.
The new study “pro vides a pretty strong piece of ev i dence that sleep is im por tant in mid dle age”, Dr Musiek
said. “But we still have a lot to learn about that and how the re la tion ship ac tu ally oc curs in peo ple and what to
do about it.”


