
B
eing sleep deprived 

for prolonged periods 

dramatically increases the 

risk of  developing some 

serious chronic diseases. Having 

just one hour less sleep per night 

increases the expression of  genes 

linked to inflammation, type 2 

diabetes, cancer, immune problems 

and stress. It also increases blood 

pressure, dysregulates hunger 

hormones and alters blood 

sugar levels.

Insomnia – a lack of  sleep – has 

reached public health epidemic 

levels in all developed counties, as 

well as South Africa. One in three 

individuals is an insomniac and, 

according to a new study by the 

University of  Pennsylvania School 

of  Medicine, the prevalence of  

acute insomnia is 25%! This is 

characterised by “difficulty falling 

asleep or staying asleep for as 

little as three nights per week for 

at least two consecutive weeks 

up to three months.” Insomnia is 

considered chronic when it occurs 

at least three nights a week for 

more than three months, and its 

prevalence is 75%.

Adults (ages 18 to 64) need 

seven to nine hours of  sleep; 

seniors (64 and up) need seven to 

of 

sleepless nights
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Chronic insomnia is an under-addressed yet crippling condition 
that affects a large percentage of the populace. DR SLY NEDIC looks 
at what exactly it is that’s keeping us up at night. 
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eight hours; while teenagers need 

eight to ten hours of  sleep.

Our body has a natural sleep-

wake cycle that should be strictly 

respected. In fact, our body 

contains a range of  body clocks 

that regulate everything from 

metabolism to psychological 

functioning. These clocks run in 

every single cell in our body, as 

discovered by three scientists who 

won the Nobel Prize for Medicine 

(2017) for their work on 

circadian rhythms.

Keeping these clocks 

synchronised is important for 

maintaining functions such 



as normal behaviour, sleep, 

hormonal activity, body 

temperature, fat metabolism, etc. 

In simple terms, we need to sleep 

when our body is designed to 

sleep and eat when our natural 

body rhythm says so!

What diseases can 

insomnia cause?

When we disturb this circadian 

rhythm by not getting enough 

sleep over a period of  time, 

the result is usually huge 

derangements across our 

metabolic system, often causing 

chronic diseases. Doctors and 

patients usually underestimate 

these causes, paying attention 

only to immediate symptoms 

occurring after sleepless nights, 

such as tiredness, irritability and 

grogginess. But the impact of  

chronic insomnia is much more 

profound and can lead to severe 

unfavorable outcomes.

Disturbingly, research has shown 

that the majority of  motor vehicle 

accidents are a consequence 

of  chronic insomnia – with the 

figures being much higher than 

accidents caused by drunk driving 

and texting while driving. An 

interesting animal study indicates 

that continuous exposure to light 

may be associated with increases 

in male hormone production 

(androgens). As a result, poor 

sleeping habits may be an 

important contributing factor in 

the development of  polycystic 

ovary syndrome.

•  Increased risk of type 2 diabetes

•  Increased weight gain and risk of obesity
•  Higher incidence of cancer

•  Higher incidence of high blood pressure 

and cardiovascular disease

•  Increased risk of osteoporosis 

•  Increased risk of neurological problems, 

e.g. dementia and Alzheimer’s disease
•  Increased risk of stomach ulcers and 

gastrointestinal problems 

•  Reduced immune response

•  Increase premature ageing by 

affecting growth hormone production 

and cortisol alteration (HPA axis) 
•  Reduced ability to learn, affecting 

study and school performance

•  Reduced creativity and productivity 

at work
•  Slowed reaction time, increased work 

injuries and road accidents

Problems caused by insomnia 

What causes insomnia?

1
Disruption of circadian rhythms  

This usually happens to shift workers 

and travellers frequently crossing time 

zones. Nowadays, however, these rhythm 

disturbances are caused by poor sleep 

hygiene, erratic sleep schedules, staying up 

late at night on computers and cell phones, 

and not allowing the sleep-wake cycle to 

take its natural course. With the ongoing 

disruption of  the synchronous work of  our 

body clocks, irreversible damage can be 

done to the master clock in the brain, 

leading to serious insomnia that is difficult 

to address. 

2
Affected melatonin production 

The daily melatonin circadian rhythm 

is strongly tied to the 24-hour cycle of  

light and dark, with its levels rising around 

21:00, and peaking during midnight hours, 

falling to very low levels just before dawn 

and staying low throughout the day.

Similar to other hormones, melatonin 

also declines with age, which is one of  

the reasons why older people often have 

interrupted sleep patterns. But there is 

an increasing melatonin decline being 

seen in younger populations. The blue 

light emitted by screen technology 

(computers, cell phones, smart 

TVs) significantly inhibits melatonin 

production, making it difficult to fall 

and stay asleep through the night. 

Electromagnetic fields from these 

technologies also have substantial 

effects on melatonin production. Using 

these technologies and bright lighting 

prior to bedtime mitigates the peak 

of  melatonin (affecting its circadian 

rhythms), which dramatically changes 

a sleeping pattern. Even with eyes 

closed during sleep, light emitted 

by smartphone or TV screens can 

continue affecting melatonin, as the 

retina can still detect the light. This 

is so detrimental that children and 

teenagers are increasingly suffering 

from insomnia.

3
Chronically elevated levels of 

night cortisol Prolonged 

hyperactivity of  the HPA axis and an 

increased production of  cortisol 

opposes melatonin activity and 

contributes to chronic insomnia. 
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