
 
 
Sleep and Weight Gain 
 

 Our immune system is most active at night and is where growth and repair takes place.  Lack 
of sleep (even interrupted sleep) can result in you being susceptible to colds, infection and 
even depression. 

 

 Research has shown that one hour less sleep is estimated to over 2lbs (1 Kg) of weight gain. 
 

Why does sleep affect weight? 
 

The reason is that we have two hormones that control our appetite.   
 

 Hormone Leptin signals our brain to reduce appetite. 
 

 Hormone Ghrelin signals our brain to increase appetite and slows down our metabolism. 
 
When sleep is interrupted (even just one hour of sleep) - Leptin is decreased and Ghrelin is 
increased.   

 
So lack of sleep (even as little as one hour) sends signals to our brain that we are very hungry. 

 
But that is not all …  

 
During sleep your body secretes serotonin and dopamine. 

 
Serotonin and Dopamine are the Master Hormones that control feelings of wellbeing.   

 
When our body does not get enough sleep, it is only able to secrete low levels of these two 
hormones.  To compensate for these low levels of hormones – it signals to our brain to ‘crave’ 
sugary foods.  Because sugary foods cause an immediate release of serotonin and dopamine.   

 
And there is more … 
 

Our Growth Hormone (responsible for controlling the fat in our body and muscle growth) is mainly 
released whilst we are sleeping (if you have children – you actually might see them grow 
overnight)!  Lack of sleep decreases levels of the Growth Hormone, which results in our bodies 
slowing down its ability to burn fat and increase lean muscle. 

 
And one more thing happens when we don’t get enough sleep … 
 

Lack of sleep can trigger the release of cortisol (which is also known as the stress hormone).  
When this hormone is released it encourages deposits of fat – mainly in the belly area.   

 
So lack of sleep can lead to…. 

o Feeling hungry.     □  Craving sweet and sugary foods. 
o Increase in fat and reduction in muscle growth.   □  Increase in stress. 
o And increases weight gain around the belly!  
o   

All this information explains how lack of sleep can often lead to weight gain.  It also highlights why 
those who work night shifts – tend to struggle to lose weight.   



 
 
 

What can we do? 
 

One simple way to resist weight gain when you have not had a good night sleep (or had to work) is 
to realise that your natural hunger and fullness signals are not accurate.   

 
Also plan in advance your meals and snacks to so you avoid temptation and hopefully avoid the 
biscuits and doughnuts. 

 
Aim to eat every three to four hours and make meals on the lighter side. 

 

 Some food examples:  A stir fry with brown or wild rice; Brown pasta in a tomato based 
sauce with some protein and chopped vegetables.  Whole-wheat sandwich with avocado 
pear, protein and salad.  Notice that in all these meals, whole grains are a big part of the 
meal.  Whole grains will satisfy the craving for carbohydrate, but will keep you from eating too 
much.  Whole grains and vegetables will also keep your bowels regular.   

 

Weight Loss and sleep ... how can you improve your sleep? 
 

 To encourage sleep at night, aim to switch off the television,  

           computer or music an hour before you want to go to sleep.  

           Dim lights and perhaps read a book.  Research has shown that  

           television and computers (and kindles) stop the ‘sleepy’ hormone,  

           melatonin, from being released. 

 Try to get outside everyday even when there is little sun 

           (without sunglasses) as the natural light will release the hormone 

           melatonin and when it gets dark it will signal to your brain it is time  

           for sleep. You will also get the beneficial Vitamin D which positively effects mood. 

 Try to keep your bedroom clutter-free so you associate your room with sleep only rather 

than hobbies and activities or a place where you are reminded you have to do some sorting 

out. 

 Try to go to bed at the same time each night and wake up at the same time, find the best 

time for you and try to keep to it. 

 When you wake up, get up rather than linger in bed and hit the snooze button. 

 Try not to nap in the afternoon but keep going until your bedtime, maybe you need to make 

your bedtime earlier. 

 If you tend to get up in the night to go to the bathroom, leave out those late evening drinks. 

 If you wake in the night because you are worried or over-thinking, get up and go to another 

room. You can do a non-stimulating activity like reading. If you are worrying, just jot down 

ideas and a plan then return to bed again when you feel sleepy. 

 Having a warm bath before bedtime with a tablespoon of Epson salts mixed in the bath 

water will help relax you.  The magnesium found in the Epson salts also helps relax 

muscles and reduce stress.  Make sure you drink a large glass of water after your bath 

since magnesium can dehydrate the body. 
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Suggested Evening Snacks 
 
If you are not particularly hungry then don’t have a late evening snack at all as your digestive 
system will not then have to set to work when you are going to sleep. 
 
If you do have a snack, keep it small and choose a snack that will help to stabilise your blood 

sugar levels and encourage the sleepy hormone melatonin. 

 

The snacks below are high in a protein called tryptophan. Tryptophan encourages the sleepy 

hormone, melatonin, to be released. Tryptophan foods eaten earlier in the day will also help.  Eat 

your snack an hour before bed. 

 

 2 oatcakes with cottage cheese or 25 g cheese. 

 Banana and 5 almonds or 3 Brazil nuts.  

 Semi-skim milk or almond milk with cocoa and 1 teaspoon honey (please note this is cocoa 

not hot chocolate or Horlicks.) 

 Chopped kiwi with 1 Tablespoon of Greek yoghurt and sprinkle of pumpkin seeds. 

 

More tryptophan foods 

 These can be eaten any time during the day to raise levels for better sleep. 

 

 leafy greens, lettuce, watercress, sunflower seeds, pumpkin seeds, walnuts,  soya (soya 

milk, tofu, miso, beans),  mushrooms, broccoli, cauliflower, potatoes, cucumber and peas. 
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