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SLEEP is already known to be essen tial for main tain ing both phys ical and men tal health,
and for allow ing the brain and body to recover and replen ish. Now it seems that sleep could
also be bene � cial for the heart.

A team of Swiss-based research ers has demon strated that deep sleep improves heart func -
tion, espe cially when stim u lated with pink noise.
Deep sleep, also known as slow-wave sleep, is essen tial for good health. Not only does it
enable phys ical recov ery, but it also helps con sol id ate inform a tion learned dur ing the day,
boosts the immune sys tem and reduces stress levels.
So it’s hardly sur pris ing that this sleep stage is of great interest to sci ent ists, who are try -
ing to dis cover whether it can be bene � cial to other aspects of health. Now, a team of car di -
olo gists from ETH Zurich and the Uni versity of Zurich, Switzer land, has demon strated that
deep sleep can improve heart func tion when stim u lated with cer tain sounds.
Pub lished in the European Heart Journal, the study involved 18 healthy men, aged between
30 and 57, who spent three non-con sec ut ive nights in a sleep labor at ory.
The par ti cipants were stim u lated with sounds – pink noise played when the sub ject fell
into a deep sleep in sequences of 10 seconds at cer tain fre quen cies fol lowed by 10 seconds
of silence – for two nights.
They were then sub jec ted to no stim u la tion on the �nal night. The research ers meas ured
and ana lysed the par ti cipants’ brain activ ity, as well as their blood pres sure and car diac
activ ity. The aim was to determ ine whether pink noise, con sidered relax ing, could enhance
deep sleep and poten tially have an e�ect on heart rate and blood pres sure.
Sounds to pro tect heart health

Enhan cing deep sleep with pink noise may pro tect the heart, study �nds.
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“Dur ing stim u la tion, we clearly see an increase in slow waves, as well as a response from
the car di ovas cu lar sys tem that is remin is cent of car di ovas cu lar pulsa tion,” says study lead
author, Stephanie Huwiler of ETH Zurich, quoted in a news release.
The �nd ings go on to state that the pink noise, which sounds like static, causes the heart
“to con tract and relax more vig or ously,” in par tic u lar the left vent ricle, whose role is to
dis trib ute oxy gen-rich blood to the body’s organs, muscles and tis sues. The more vig or ous
the con trac tion and relax a tion, the greater the blood �ow, hence the pos it ive impact on the
car di ovas cu lar sys tem.
“We were expect ing that stim u la tion with tones dur ing deep sleep would impact the car di -
ovas cu lar sys tem. But the fact that this e�ect was so clearly meas ur able after just one night
of stim u la tion sur prised us,” explains project leader and sleep expert Dr Car oline Lusten -
ber ger of ETH Zurich, who also par ti cip ated in the research.
And the lim ited num ber of par ti cipants did not dimin ish the sci ent ists’ enthu si asm. “Des -
pite the rel at ively small group of sub jects, the res ults are sig ni �c ant. We were also able to
repro duce the res ults on two sep ar ate nights, which in stat ist ical terms makes them very
strong,” adds Lusten ber ger.
Improv ing cer tain treat ments
The research ers point out that labor at ory sleep stud ies are gen er ally based on small groups
of indi vidu als. However, they feel it is import ant to take these �nd ings fur ther, and espe -
cially to include women in their future research, not ably to take into account gender di� er -
ences in sleep and car di ovas cu lar health.
Women were not included in the ori ginal study group because of the in�u ence of the men -
strual cycle or men o pause on sleep, which could have skewed the res ults over such a short
study period.
The research ers are excited by these ini tial dis cov er ies and see many poten tial long-term
bene �ts. “Espe cially in pre vent ive medi cine, but also in com pet it ive sport, this kind of
deep sleep stim u la tion sys tem might enable improved car diac func tion in the future – and
pos sibly ensure faster and bet ter recov ery after intense workouts,” says Huwiler.
Lusten ber ger adds: “The treat ment of car di ovas cu lar dis eases may be enhanced with this
or sim ilar stim u la tion meth ods. However, it’s cru cial to �rst invest ig ate whether patients
can bene �t from this kind of deep sleep stim u la tion method as well.”
This kind of deep sleep stim u la tion sys tem might enable improved car diac func tion in the
future – and pos sibly ensure faster and bet ter recov ery after intense workouts.
Stephanie Huwiler


