
          The Importance of

Sleep for Youth
Getting enough sleep is important for the body to 
stay active and healthy. Research using data from the 
ABCD Study®, the largest long-term study of brain 
development and child health in the United States, 
has looked at how much sleep youth typically get, 
what influences their sleep, and what might happen 
when they don’t get enough.
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Are Youth Getting Enough Sleep?
Only half of 9- and 10-year-olds in the ABCD study get 
the recommended amount of sleep per night.  
 
Many who don’t sleep enough still don’t get the sleep 

they need 2 years later. 

In other surveys, only 22% of high school students 
report getting the recommended amount of sleep  
(at least 8 hours) on school nights. Older teens are less 
likely to get enough sleep than younger teens are 
(Healthy People 2030).

How much sleep do youth need?
Experts recommend:

...sleep at 
least 9 hours

...sleep less than 9 hours

...sleep less than 8 hours

...sleep at 
least 8 hours

9- and 10-year-olds...
48.0%

High school students...

22.0%        

52.0%

78.0%
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Sleep is connected to mental health.
Youth who feel anxious or depressed sleep less than 
youth who do not feel anxious or depressed.*

Not sleeping enough may be associated with:

• Feeling sad or anxious
• Being impulsive
• Experiencing memory problems
• Having difficulty concentrating

Longer sleep time is associated with fewer problem 

behaviors such as rule breaking, social problems, memory 
problems, or aggression.

What are some common  
sleep problems?

The COVID-19 Pandemic and Sleep
Youth with better sleep before 
the COVID-19 pandemic felt less anxious 
and depressed during the pandemic.

• Difficulty falling or staying asleep
• Breathing problems during sleep, such as  

gasps or snores
• Sleepwalking or nightmares
• Twitching, jerking, or talking during sleep
• Too much sweating at night
• Daytime sleepiness

3 in 10 youth have  
difficulty sleeping, 

and about 5% have problems serious enough to 
be considered sleep disorders. Sleep disturbances 
can last a long time. Many youth with sleep 
problems still experience them 1 year later.

*Note: Other studies found that depression can also be associated with more sleep.

What influences how long and how 
well youth sleep?

Recreational screen activities, such as 
watching TV or videos, playing video games, 
texting, or using social media

Drinking beverages with caffeine

Negative childhood experiences, such as 
experiencing or witnessing violence or abuse, 
or living in unsafe or unstable environments

Perceived threat (e.g., crime, conflict) in the 
neighborhood, at school, or in the family

Not getting enough sleep at age 9 or 10 can affect youth’s behavior, cognition, and mental health over 2 
years. This suggests that sleeping too little may have lasting impacts across development.
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Sleep Disparities
Research found that some disparities in sleep health exist between groups 
with different household income, education levels, and other 
characteristics. It isn’t clear what contributes to these differences.  
For example, people with lower household income may live in noisier 
neighborhoods, which may interfere with getting 
enough sleep. Large studies like the ABCD Study 
can help disentangle the many factors that 
contribute to sleep health.

How is the brain involved in sleep?
Various brain areas control whether you are 

awake or asleep, as well as the transitions between 
wake and sleep. Other brain regions are important 
for sleep duration. Many of these brain areas are 
also involved in mental health and cognition. 

This suggests that changes in the brain related to 
how long a person sleeps may contribute to 
observed mental health problems.

Brain areas 
associated with 
both sleep and 
depression.

Brain areas 
associated with 
both sleep and 
thinking skills.

!
These studies show that differences in sleep duration and sleep problems exist and that sleep problems were associated 
with a higher risk of certain mental health problems at the time the data were collected. They don’t show if or how one 
thing causes another and if these relationships differ between population subgroups. These studies included data from 
participants when they were 9-12 years old. Many things could affect these findings, which may also change over time. 
More research is needed to know for sure.

This information is made possible by the Adolescent Brain Cognitive DevelopmentSM Study.  

Teens participating in this study help scientists answer important questions that improve their understanding about sleep 
health in teens. These and other ABCD-supported studies let us learn more about how the brain develops, improving the 

health and well-being of children now and for future generations. Learn more: https://abcdstudy.org/families

https://abcdstudy.org/families
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