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Does sleep mediate the effects of socioeconomic disadvantage on brain development?

Andrea Bertuzzi (Researcher)

[ Socioeconomic disadvantage (SED) is associated with poorer neurocognitive outcomes and educational achievement in children. )
With as many as 40% of US children living in poverty or near poverty as of 2016, this poses a major social and public health

problem. SED is thought to affect children’s development through several proximal risk factors, one of which is sleep disruption.
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... the causal link to SED is complex. Children and adolescents from SED backgrounds are at higher risk of having
insufficient sleep due to disrupted sleep environments and family routines. There is evidence that this is one of the
proximal risk factors through which SED affects neurological development, leading to worse cognitive, behavioural
and educational outcomes.* To date, however, few studies have focused specifically on primary school-aged children.
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Our thoughts:

* Children who slept less through the week exhibited reduced cortical thickness in the regions associated with
language processing, inhibitory control, and somatosensory processing; involvement of the amygdala may
also be associated with impaired emotional processing.

* This may contribute to explain the poorer behavioural and educational outcomes observed in sleep-
deprived children and suggest new avenues for intervention.

* The results are consistent with the theory that sleep disruption associated with SED causes morphological
changes in children’s brains.

* However, the study design did not allow confirmation of the causal directionality between sleep duration
and brain morphology, and the use of self-reported measures may have introduced systematic bias. Further

investigations should focus on objective measurements and longitudinal data analysis.
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