NSOMNIA—A COMMON and
difficult-to-treat condi-
| tion—is estimated to cost
the American economy $63.2 billion each
year in lost productivity. Anew body of
research suggests that a cure might be as
simple as soaking up some sun.

Blue light, a part of the visible spec-
truminsolar rays, keeps us perky during
the day by suppressing the release of mela-
tonin, the hormone that causes sleepiness.
But when we spend our time cooped up
indoors, our eyes fail to take in the
proper amount of light, and we never get
an internal signal to sleep at night.

“If you don’t have a change in mela-
tonin levels during the 24 hours of the
day, your body doesn’t know when to
rest and when to stay awake,” says
Line Kessel, an ophthalmologist at the
University of Copenhagen.

Longhoursatthe office and the corre-
spondinglack of sunlight maybe toblame
forthe estimated 23 percent of U.S. work-
ers afflicted with insomnia. Artificial
lighting is no replacement for sunshine.
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Insomnia is no match for the sun. By Sarah Korones

for sunshine.

“Youmightaswell besitting
in a dark room as far as
your circadian clock is
concerned,” says Patricia
Turner, an ophthalmologist
atthe University of Kansas
School of Medicine.

Sleep problems can be
even worse in the elderly.
Asweage, anatural yellow-
ing of the eyes may hinder
bluelightfromreachingthe
retina, accordingtoastudy
inthe journal Sleep. “If the
blue light is filtered out
by a yellowing lens, the
daily and nightly changes
in melatonin concentration are flat”
explains Kessel, the study’s author. “Your
body’sbiological rhythm is disturbed.”

Employers may be reluctantto let their
workers outside for asunshine break, but
they mightwantto reconsider. Epidemi-
ologist Ronald Kessler of Harvard
Medical School puts it simply: “It’s hard
to do anythingif you don’t sleep.”

Artificial lighting

Staring at blue light-emitting TVs
and computers at night suppresses
melatonin, keeping us awake when
we should be getting sleepy. To reap
the benefits of blue light while
avoiding its perils:

2 Take your lunch outside or walk to
work, when the sun is at its brightest.

% Read a book before bedtime rather
than watching TV. Inappropriately timed
blue light can lead to insomnia.

% House hunting? Look for homes with
skylights, large windows, and other
features that let in plenty of natural light.
healthy to stare at the sun, Turner says
that habitually wearing sunglasses may
block the blue light we need.
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