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Poor sleep is unlikely to contribute to higher
BMI in children

June 5 2019
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Children need more than a good night's sleep to have a healthy weight,
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according to a new study in the journal Obesity that explores the
relationship between sleep, body mass index (BMI) and cortisol levels in
children.

Shorter sleep duration has been linked to higher BMI, and that
relationship has led researchers to consider whether poor sleep might
contribute to higher BMI. This study found that kids with shorter sleep
duration had higher BMI in general, but no evidence of a causal link.

"Surprisingly, our findings actually suggest that changes in sleep at one
age did not lead to changes in BMI later in childhood, or vice versa,"
said Kristine Marceau, an assistant professor of human development and
family studies at Purdue University. "Instead, the relationship between
BMI and sleep was stable over time and was likely caused by other
factors in kids' lives, such as genetics, family routines and habits. This
means that we would expect that interventions that are aimed only at
improving sleep habits in children may not be as effective for changes in
BMI as interventions that can target the factors that lead to changes in
both sleep and BMI. More research is needed to identify those targets."

The researchers also looked at cortisol, a stress hormone that works with
certain parts of the brain to help regulate a number of bodily functions,
including metabolism and blood sugar levels, which could explain the
link between sleep length and higher BMI. There was no link with
cortisol levels at a younger age, but the study did indicate an emerging
relationship between cortisol and BMI during middle childhood, which
was independent of sleep.
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Kristine Marceau, assistant professor of human development and family studies.
Credit: Purdue University

"We did not find that cortisol levels were very stable across childhood,"
Marceau said. "Cortisol production is highly variable during early
childhood, suggesting that cortisol patterns may still be developing at this

age.

According to Marceau, most studies looking at stress hormone levels and
BMI involve adults. Marceau, who specializes in gene-environment
interplay, physiological responses to stress, and pubertal development,
and the research team looked at data on 361 children ages 4 %2 to 9 years
old, which originated from a long-term study of adopted children who
are now being assessed in adolescence. This is the first study of its type,
and Marceau points out that the study needs to be replicated.
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Parents kept children's sleeping logs, which showed the children were
averaging about 10 hours of sleep a night. The BMI range fell within the
those recommended by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

More information: Kristine Marceau et al. Longitudinal Associations
of Sleep Duration, Morning and Evening Cortisol, and BMI During
Childhood, Obesity (2019). DOI: 10.1002/0by.22420
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