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To Avoid Colds, Sleep !

Richard Béliveau

Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, November 23, 2015

The arrival of colder temperatures coincides very often
with a marked increase in the number of common colds.
Beyond the basic measures of hygiene, however, there
exists an excellent means of reducing the risks of catching a
cold: getting a good night’s sleep.

A MILD BUT DISAGREEABLE DISEASE

Of all of the diseases which affect the human species, the common
cold is unquestionably the most widespread. In Canada, for
example, an adult develops a cold on average two to four times per
year, whereas children can have them six to eight times yearly,
sometimes even more.

This avalanche of colds is a consequence of the impressive number
of viruses which are capable of infecting the cells of the upper
respiratory tract, particularly the hundred or so distinct species of
rhinovirus (from the Greek rhino, which means “nose”). The
infection of these cells by this virus is not terribly dangerous, but it
does lead to a strong response by the immune system, which
causes the characteristic symptoms of a cold such as nasal
congestion, sneezing, coughing, congestion and headaches. None
of these are terribly damaging to the health, but there is nothing
like a bad cold to just make you feel miserable!

PREVENTION

As is very often the case for infectious diseases, prevention
remains the best weapon to avoid being affected by this disease.
Because the virus responsible for a cold is transmitted between
individuals by the fine droplets expelled during a cough or a
sneeze, or else by hands contaminated by nasal secretions, the
simple act of regularly washing one’s hands is often very effective
for avoiding becoming infected by this virus. For ideal hygiene, the
hands ought to be washed for at least 20 seconds, taking care to
wash well all of the parts that are in contact with the surfaces of
our environment, including between the fingers and the nails.
When water is not available, one can use a water-alcohol solution
which contains at least 60% alcohol, but these products do not
have nearly the same effectiveness when the hands are quite dirty
(food, dirt). In this case, there is nothing better than rubbing one’s
hands under running water with good old soap.

RESTING THE IMMUNE SYSTEM

Sleep can also play an important role in the prevention of colds.
Several studies have shown that people who do not sleep
sufficiently (less than 6-7 hours per night) are at greater risk of
developing infectious diseases, a consequence of significant
perturbations in the functioning of their immune systems. It is thus
possible that people who sleep sufficiently, and who have an

.

immune system which operates optimally, could be less susceptible
to getting a cold than would those who are sleep-deprived.

To look into this question, a team of American scientists recruited
164 volunteers and measured the length of their sleep over one
week with the aid of an actimeter (a small device which is worn
like a wristwatch and which records a person’s activity). Following
this, the scientists quarantined these people and administered to
them nasal drops containing a sample of rhinovirus. The
appearance of cold symptoms was followed over a period of five
days and was compared to the amount of sleep obtained.

The results could not have been more clear-cut: compared to
people who slept more than seven hours nightly, those who slept
less than six hours had four times higher risk of catching a cold
following exposure to the virus'. Just as with good hand hygiene,
good sleep hygiene unquestionably represents an element in the
prevention of colds. All this is without taking into account the
several studies which have recently reported a link between a lack
of sleep and increased risk for diseases much more serious than the
cold, such as strokes, diabetes and certain forms of cancer.

REST FOR THE WARRIOR

In our hyper-performing society, sleep is often considered a waste
of time and nearly 50% of the population sleeps less than seven
hours per night each week. There is no miracle recipe to good
sleep, but certain simple things can aid in improving the duration
and quality of sleep.

. Making sleep a ritual: establish a regular schedule, both
for bedtime and for getting up (even on the weekends).

. Make the bedroom a “sanctuary” for glorious sleep:
keep it tidy, clean, fresh, aired-out and dust-free, and
avoid bring laptops, phone or tablets there. Checking
the email and Facebook account one last time before
going to bed is not exactly something that favours going
to sleep!

" Prather AA et al. Behaviorally-assessed sleep and

susceptibility to the common cold. Sleep 2015;38:1353-
1359.
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