
Why do we sleep?
There are a number of explanations for why we might 
need sleep. Studies like Ekirch’s — which suggest that 
we don’t need to sleep well at night — pose a particular 
challenge for the popular restoration theory.

Restoration theory is a collection of theories that 
suggest we sleep because sleep carries physiological 
benefits for us. Oswald (1980) reports that levels of 
adenosine triphosphate (ATP), the chemical energy 
source that powers the body’s cells, are higher during 
sleep. This suggests that we sleep to — almost literally 
— recharge our batteries. Because the brain uses 20% 
of the body’s energy we might expect that insufficient 
sleep would have a negative effect on mental functions.

Investigating restoration
The major way to investigate restoration theory has 
been through deliberately depriving people of sleep and 
assessing the effects. Many studies carried out since the 
1960s have looked at the effects of sleep deprivation 
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Psychologists and historians 
have recently challenged the 
popular idea that we need 
8 hours of sleep a night. 
Matt Jarvis examines the 
arguments

M any highly successful people, 
such as former prime 
minister Margaret Thatcher, 

are well known for not requiring much sleep and for 
doing much of their work at night. Historian Roger 
Ekirch recently presented a paper at the Conference 
on the History of Sleep in the Modern World at the 
University of Goettingen, suggesting that throughout 
human history broken sleep (i.e. two separate, roughly 
4-hour, periods of sleep) was the norm rather than the 
single block that is common today.

According to this view our current expectation 
of 8 hours continuous sleep is unrealistic, and we 
get distressed not so much by lack of sleep as by our 
anxiety that we aren’t getting as much sleep as we think 
we should. 

Weblinks to follow up
You can read a recent BBC News report on the story 
here: www.tinyurl.com/6oqm833
Read one of Roger Ekirch’s sleep-related papers free 
online: www.tinyurl.com/yptq4j
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and concluded that not having enough sleep leads to 
both emotional and cognitive problems, although 
these normally disappear when we have a chance to 
make up our lost sleep.

In perhaps the best-known study, Luce and Segall 
(1966) recorded the severe cognitive and emotional 
decline experienced by a DJ called Peter Tripp when 
he kept himself awake for 200 hours. However, in 
other cases, sleep deprivation did not cause such severe 
effects. Randy Gardener kept himself awake for over 
240 hours and suffered no ill effects.

This is a good example of the limitations of case 
studies as evidence. The individuals involved are 
unique. Perhaps Peter Tripp was particularly sensitive 
to the effects of sleep deprivation, or perhaps Randy 
Gardener was particularly resilient. 

Recent studies
More recent studies have used larger samples. Durmer 
and Dinges (2005) reviewed several studies and 
concluded that sleep deprivation affects three main 
areas:
•	 sense of fatigue
•	 mood
•	 cognitive performance

With these three measures combined the average 
sleep-deprived person functions worse than 91% of 
non-sleep-deprived people. The most severe effects were 
found to be on fatigue and mood. Crucially, this review 

Activities
This topic lends itself to a debate. Get into two 
groups, one to put the case for restoration theory, 
the other to argue against it.

concluded that the effects of sleep deprivation hold true 
whether it is the result of a sleep disorder or of lifestyle, 
and whether the sleep deprivation is short or long term. 
Other studies that have focused on the effects of sleep 
deprivation have shown similar psychological effects. 

Better or worse?
So how do we resolve this paradox? Studies consistently 
show that sleep deprivation is bad for us, yet it also 
appears that we have evolved in such a way that we find 
it quite difficult to get a good night’s sleep. One possible 
explanation is that broken sleep is an evolved response 
to stress, and that in our evolutionary past the sort 
of things that might make us stressed (such as being 
hunted by predators or rival groups of humans) could 
be better dealt with without extended periods of sleep. 

Another possibility is that a more natural sleep 
pattern is to have a shorter sleep at night plus a siesta in 
the day. According to this view it is not a lack of sleep 
at night but the difficulty finding time for a nap in the 
day that is the problem. 

It may also be the case that it is simply very difficult 
to investigate the effects of sleep deprivation. Sleep 
deprivation experiments tend to subject people to 
extreme loss of sleep so may say little about the effects 
of long-term broken sleep. There is also an extraneous 
variable of stress to consider. If people suffer broken 
sleep as a result of stress and then suffer health 
problems they may blame the lack of sleep, but it may 
be the stress that actually harmed them.
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Sleep deprivation can have severe effects on a 
person’s sense of fatigue and mood
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