EFFECTS OF SLEEP DEPRIVATION…AND NARCOLEPSY

PHYSIOLOGICAL ACTIVITY DURING SLEEP

After only a century of scientific study on sleep, its function remains unclear.  Scientists still do not know why all living beings sleep.  For humans, it is not only essential to mental and physical performance; but not getting enough may also weaken the immune system and may be a risk factor for problems such as type-II diabetes and obesity.

Sleep has a natural rhythm. The pineal gland in the brain releases melatonin, a hormone signaling time for sleep, and breathing slows, muscles become limp, the heart rate slows, and body temperature decreases slightly.  During “normal” or healthy sleep, a person goes back and forth through various stages of sleep, following a predictable pattern of time and order.  Each stage produces noticeable changes in brain activity and other physiological functions. 

During sleep the body secretes a number of hormones that affect growth, regulate energy, and affect metabolic and endocrine functions.  Near the end of the sleep period, the body secretes the stress hormone, cortisol, which stimulates alertness.  Growth hormone drives childhood growth and plays an important part in regulating muscle mass in adults. The sleep cycle affects secretion of the hormone leptin, which tells the body when it should feel full and so has a direct influence on appetite and weight.

A growing consensus among research scientists, from sleep experts to specialists in the fields of endocrinology, psychology and the neurosciences, says that adequate sleep is essential to health and wellness.

Health CONSEQUENCES OF Inadequate Sleep

Sleep Deprivation has a harmful effect on both the endocrine system and glucose modulation.  There is an association between sleep debt, obesity and diabetes. Sleep deprivation also affects leptin levels and increases appetite. In recent studies, sleep deprivation caused a 30 percent slower response to both the Glucose Tolerance test and acute insulin response, raised the 24-hour cortisol profile, and resulted in 30 percent lower levels of leptin. 

Lack of good quality sleep produces a signal mimicking negative energy balance, inducing people to eat and thereby predisposing to obesity.  People who slept four hours a night were always hungry and craved starchy, sweet, and salty foods, and those in the short-sleep group of one study were more insulin-resistant.

The previous studies were performed in males only. Because females have higher baseline levels of some hormones (e.g. leptin), sleep restriction might have worse effects in women than in men. 

An epidemiological study found an inverse relationship between increased body mass index (BMI) and sleep duration in women.  (Women who were more overweight slept less.) 

Sleep Affects Performance AND WELL-BEING

People awake for up to 19 hours scored worse on performance tests and alertness scales than people legally drunk with a blood-alcohol level of .08 

People with mild to moderate sleep apnea did as poorly or worse on reaction times tests as those who were too legally drunk to drive in most states.

After one night of total sleep deprivation, people scored lower on tests of judgment, simple reaction time, explicit recall, and inverse words reading.

Daytime alertness and memory are impaired by the loss of eight hours of sleep, especially when there is a marked drop in sleep over a few nights.

Getting three, five or seven hours of sleep a night for seven consecutive nights can significantly impair alertness and motor performance.

There is a growing body of evidence that shows people who get less than a full night’s sleep feel more stressed, angry, anxious, sad and more mentally exhausted.

Sleep deprivation affects mood more than it affects cognitive skills or physical performance.

Experts recommend a range of seven to nine hours of sleep each night for adults of every age.  Getting enough sleep is essential to health and well being.  Being healthy requires sleep that is healthy

NARCOLEPSY - AN UNKNOWN SLEEP DISORDER

Narcolepsy is as common as MS, or Parkinson's disease, but only 25 percent, or one in four, of people with the disorder have been diagnosed.  Of the estimated 200,000 Americans with narcolepsy, only 50,000 have been identified.

“This is a chronic, neurological condition that can be extremely debilitating if left untreated." NSF President Lorraine Wearley, Ph.D.  

"The popular perception of narcolepsy among those who have heard or seen anything about the disease in general, is that of a cataplectic or very sudden sleep attack," Wearley commented. 

"Although these are indeed common symptoms, a person does not need to have a full body collapse or even bang their head onto a table during an attack to have narcolepsy."

Diagnosis requires careful medical history and laboratory testing, involving a sleep specialist. Symptoms differ in age of onset and severity and can be experienced independently of narcolepsy.

Individuals do not always readily bring up their symptoms with their health care providers, and begin to see symptoms as their personal norm, because the onset is often gradual.  They believe that their problems will be seen as psychological in nature and fear that their concerns might be misunderstood or will not be taken seriously. 

Their concerns are not unfounded.  Many people with narcolepsy were misdiagnosed with psychiatric problems or told sleepiness was due to the effect of an unrelated medication.  On average they had to see five physicians before being diagnosed with narcolepsy.  

The mean length of time between the onset of symptoms and the diagnosis of narcolepsy is 15 years.

“…the reality is that many clinicians are unable to identify and diagnose narcolepsy, and patients end up losing their jobs, relationships, and other important elements of their lives instead of receiving the treatment they need."
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