
SLEEP — an activ ity that takes up a third of our lives — is cent ral to many essen tial bio lo gical
pro cesses. When sleep is dis rup ted, the e�ects on health are imme di ately felt, par tic u larly on the
brain, which becomes less able to �l ter out intrus ive thoughts, a new study from sci ent ists in the
UK reveals.

In the study pub lished in the journal ‘PNAS’, a Brit ish research team high lights the cru cial
import ance of sleep in main tain ing our men tal well-being.
A good night’s sleep is thought to help the brain con trol intrus ive thoughts, those unex pec ted and
often dis turb ing ideas that arise without warn ing, and often out of con text.
Research ers demon strated this in an exper i ment involving 85 healthy adults. Half of them had a
healthy night’s sleep, while the other half stayed awake all night.
Next, all par ti cipants were shown faces they had seen before, each pre vi ously asso ci ated with an
image depict ing a scene. Some of these scenes depic ted emo tion ally neg at ive situ ations, such as a
car acci dent or a �ght. For each face, par ti cipants had to either remem ber the asso ci ated scene, or
attempt to sup press the memory of the scene.
Using func tional MRI scans, the research ers stud ied how the volun teers’ brains reacted when they
were asked to recall or sup press emo tion ally strik ing scenes.
In well-res ted par ti cipants, they found increased activ a tion of the right dor solat eral pre frontal
cor tex, a brain region essen tial for the con trol of thoughts, emo tions and actions.
Sim ul tan eously, activ ity in the hip po cam pus, the small brain area usu ally involved in memory
recall, was reduced. This indic ates that these indi vidu als had a bet ter abil ity to shut down the ree -
m er gence of intrus ive memor ies.
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“Sup pres sion is a very clever func tion of the brain as it weak ens all of the con nect ing traces of the
memory, thereby inhib it ing us from join ing up all the dots to retrieve the full pic ture of the exper -
i ence when it is triggered by an external stim u lus,” explains study coau thor Dr Scott Cair ney,
quoted in a news release.
On the other hand, sleep-deprived people were unable to activ ate the area of the brain involved in
sup press ing unwanted memor ies. “Con sequently, they could not quash memory-related pro -
cesses in the hip po cam pus that give rise to intrus ive thoughts,” says Dr Cair ney.
These �nd ings have par tic u lar res on ance in the �eld of men tal health. Anxi ety, depres sion and
post-trau matic stress dis order (PTSD) are often linked to sleep prob lems.
By gain ing a deeper under stand ing of brain mech an isms, the research ers hope to pave the way for
tar geted treat ments com bin ing beha vi oural ther apies and improved sleep qual ity for people
exper i en cing these con di tions.
This study rea� rms the cru cial import ance of sleep in pre serving our men tal well-being. At a
time when sleep dis orders are on the rise world wide, it high lights the need to ensure qual ity sleep
to pro tect our psy cho lo gical health.
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