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SLEEPING for less than �ve hours in mid-to-late life is asso ci ated with the risk of devel -
op ing at least two chronic dis eases, a UK study has found.
Research ers from the Uni versity Col lege Lon don (UCL) in the UK found that people who
repor ted get ting �ve hours of sleep or less at age 50 were 20 per cent more likely to be
dia gnosed with a chronic dis ease.
They were also 40 per cent more likely to be dia gnosed with two or more chronic dis eases
over a fol lowup period of 25 years, com pared to those who slept for up to seven hours.
The study, pub lished in the journal PLOS Medi cine, also found that sleep ing for �ve
hours or less at the age of 50, 60, and 70 was linked to a 30 per cent to 40 per cent
increased risk of mul timor bid ity, or being dia gnosed with two or more chronic dis eases,
when com pared with those who slept for up to seven hours.
“Mul timor bid ity is on the rise in high income coun tries and more than half of older
adults now have at least two chronic dis eases,” said study lead author, Sever ine Sabia.
“This is prov ing to be a major chal lenge for pub lic health, as mul timor bid ity is asso ci -
ated with high health care ser vice use, hos pit al isa tions and dis ab il ity,” Sabia said. The
research ers also found that sleep dur a tion of �ve hours or less at age 50 was asso ci ated
with 25 per cent increased risk of mor tal ity over the fol low-up period.
This can mainly be explained by the fact short sleep dur a tion increases the risk of
chronic dis eases that in turn increase the risk of death, they said. “As people get older,
their sleep habits and sleep struc ture change. However, it is recom men ded to sleep for
seven to eight hours a night – as sleep dur a tions above or below this have pre vi ously
been asso ci ated with indi vidual chronic dis eases,” said Sabia.
The research ers examined the rela tion ship between how long each par ti cipant slept for,
mor tal ity and whether they were mul timor bid such as with heart dis ease, can cer or dia -
betes over the course of 25 years.
The study ana lysed the impact of sleep dur a tion on the health of more than 7,000 men
and women at the ages of 50, 60 and 70, from the White hall II cohort study, which was
con duc ted from 1985 to 1988 and examined the health of 10,308 civil ser vants aged 35 to
55, of whom two thirds were men and one third women.
“Our �nd ings show that short sleep dur a tion is also asso ci ated with mul timor bid ity. To
ensure a bet ter night’s sleep, it is import ant to pro mote good sleep hygiene, such as
mak ing sure the bed room is quiet, dark and a com fort able tem per at ure before sleep ing.
“It is also advised to remove elec tronic devices and avoid large meals before bed time.
Phys ical activ ity and expos ure to light dur ing the day might also pro mote good sleep,”
said Sabia.
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As part of the study, research ers also assessed whether sleep ing for a long dur a tion, of
nine hours or more, a�ected health out comes. There was no clear asso ci ation between
long sleep dur a tions at age 50 and mul timor bid ity in healthy people.
However, if a par ti cipant had already been dia gnosed with a chronic con di tion, then long
sleep dur a tion was asso ci ated with around a 35 per cent increased risk of devel op ing
another ill ness.
Research ers believe this could be due to under ly ing health con di tions impact ing sleep.
The research ers noted because the data used for the study was self-repor ted by the par -
ti cipants, it was likely to be sub ject to report ing bias, even though the �nd ings were con -
�rmed through elec tronic meas ure ments of the sleep of 4,000 par ti cipants.
The research only involved mem bers of the civil ser vice, who were all employed when
recruited to the study and likely to be health ier than the gen eral pop u la tion, they added.


