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Abstract
Purpose of Review It is important to examine what effect sleep has after an emotional experience. More knowledge about this
topic could help inform us whether there are any potential sleep interventions that could helpmake sure that memories of negative
emotional experiences are processed in the most adaptive manner possible.
Recent Findings Findings on the role of sleep in altering reactivity to emotional stimuli have been highly varied, with significant
findings in opposite directions. A new exciting development in the field is several studies finding that sleep seems to make
memories of negative experiences less intrusive.
Summary This review has mainly aimed to give an overview of the field, and of which issues need to be resolved. We argue for
there being a strong need for standardization of how data are analyzed and presented, as well as for better methods for
determining to what extent the effects of sleep are specific for a particular memory, or represent general changes in emotional
reactivity.

Keywords Sleep . Emotional memory . Emotional responses . Affect . Intrusions . PTSD

Introduction

There is a bi-directional link between sleep and affect [1, 2].
Whenwe feel stressed or anxious, our sleep will be worse, and
a night of poor sleep will increase our stress and anxiety dur-
ing the following day (for reviews, see [1, 2]). Beyond this
change in general affect, sleep has also often been suggested
to process particular emotional experiences. After a negative
experience, there is a large chance that you have at some point
been encouraged to “Go to bed, and you will feel better in the

morning”—an old adage that reflects a popular belief that
such experiences are somehow processed during sleep in a
way that makes us feel less bad about them. In this review,
we have examined the scientific literature on the role of sleep
in the processing of emotional memories, to investigate to
what extent the claim made in that adage can actually be
empirically supported.

We have focused on work regarding two different research
questions. The first is on how sleep affects the emotional tone
associated with a certain memory. As we do not yet know
enough about the role of sleep in the processing of emotional
experiences to start conducting experiments on people who
have suffered actual negative emotional experiences (such as
people coming into the ER after a traumatic event), the work
on this topic is still being conducted through lab models of
such experiences. Typically, this means exposing participants
to images or video clips with negative emotional content while
recording their emotional reactivity through subjective ratings
and/or various kinds of physiological measurements. Then,
after a delay interval containing either sleep or wake, partici-
pants are re-exposed to the same stimuli, and their emotional
responses are again measured. This allows us to measure how
sleep and wake differentially affect changes in emotional re-
sponses, and if different factors during sleep, such as time
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spent in specific sleep stages, contribute differently to any
potential sleep-dependent changes. To be able to say if sleep
affects emotional memories, one must also include novel stim-
uli during the re-test. This is necessary in order to determine
what changes in reactivity can be attributed to sleep-
dependent processing of emotional stimuli seen before the
delay interval, and to what degree changes in responses just
represent a general sleep-dependent change in emotional re-
activity, not particular to any specific memories.

In the second part of the paper, we review a recent and very
exciting development in the field, which are studies on wheth-
er sleep affects the degree to which participants involuntary
come to think about an emotional experience. Throughout the
review, we will also discuss methodological issues that can
sometimes make it difficult to know what to make of the
experimental findings in the field to date. More knowledge
about the role of sleep in the processing of emotional memo-
ries is very important as it could be of great clinical relevance
to knowwhether sleep should be promoted or not immediately
after a negative experience, and if sleep can somehow be
manipulated to ensure that the memory of such an experience
is processed in the most adaptive manner.

To limit the scope, we have only focused on studies that
have used intrinsically emotional stimulus material, and that
have used emotional reactions or intrusions as the outcome
measures. We have not included findings concerning the con-
solidation of declarative memories or studies using fear con-
ditioning paradigms. The latter field of study has revealed
contrasting results regarding the role of sleep in the consoli-
dation of fear learning. Sleep, and especially rapid eye move-
ment (REM) sleep, has, however, been repeatedly found to be
involved in the consolidation of fear extinction, even though
the exact nature of these effects has been highly varied be-
tween studies [3]. Studies on targeted-memory reactivation
have also been outside the scope of this review (for a review
on this topic, see [4]).

How Sleep Affects Emotional Reactivity

One influential theory suggests that during sleep, and espe-
cially during REM sleep, emotional experiences are re-
activated in a state devoid of the adrenergic tone that they have
come to be associated with during wake [5]. This would then
allow for the processing of these experiences in a state with
less physiological arousal, resulting in a reduction of their
associated affective tone. Other accounts, however, suggest
that sleep, and especially REM sleep, given its high rate of
activity in regions of the brain associated with emotional pro-
cessing, might instead reinforce the emotional salience of a
memory [6–8]. As will be evident in this review paper, how-
ever, the literature has yielded so many contrasting findings

that no theoretical account can be said to have broad empirical
support at this point.

We have divided the presentation of results based on the
outcomes measurement used. When several outcome mea-
surements have been used in the same study, we have divided
the study such that the results of the different outcome mea-
surements are mentioned in their respective sections. We have
only mentioned findings where there has been a significant
interaction (or trends toward an interaction) between session
(before/after the delay interval) and group (sleep/wake), or
when there has been a significant group difference in
between-sessions change scores. Thus, we have not reported
results when there has been an effect in one group, but not in
the other, without there being a significant group difference in
change scores. This has been in an effort to make results more
comparable between studies, as some studies have not even
made post hoc tests when such tests have not been warranted
by significant interactions. When the sleep and wake groups
have been tested at different times of the day, it is important to
keep in mind that group differences can be caused by circadi-
an differences in subjective or physiological reactivity. Hot et
al. [9] for example found lower responses to emotional stimuli
in the morning and early afternoon, which then increased and
peaked at 3.30 pm and decreased again in the evening, but not
to as low a level as in the morning. Regarding mood (i.e.
enduring affective states not necessarily triggered by specific
stimuli), it has been found that positive affect in healthy sub-
jects is low in the morning, then increases during the day, to
then decrease again during the evening [10, 11]. Negative
affect, on the other hand, seems to show much less diurnal
variation [10, 11]. Some studies have controlled for circadian
rhythms in different ways (e.g., by including additional con-
trol groups), whereas others have not. This is, however, be-
yond the scope of this review, and will not be discussed fur-
ther, but we urge the reader to keep this in mind.

Subjective Ratings

Most studies have asked participants to rate stimuli for valence
and arousal, respectively, whereas some have only asked par-
ticipants to rate them less specifically for degree of “emotional
intensity”. Wewill first present studies comparing the effect of
sleep and wake, and then studies examining the different con-
tributions of specific factors during sleep. In the few cases
where it has not been possible to disentangle the effect of sleep
in general from the effect from different sleep stages, we have
presented those studies in the section where we have found
them the most suitable. Studies comparing how sleep and
wake differentially affect changes in subjective ratings of
emotional stimuli are presented in Table 1.

As evident in Table 1, there has been a huge variation of
findings. Sleep, compared to wake, has been found to both
increase and decrease emotional reactivity. Even among those

32 Curr Sleep Medicine Rep (2021) 7:31–46



Ta
bl
e
1

T
he

ef
fe
ct
of

sl
ee
p
on

su
bj
ec
tiv

e
ra
tin

gs
of

em
ot
io
na
lr
ea
ct
iv
ity

S
tu
dy

Pa
rt
ic
ip
an
ts

S
le
ep

pa
ra
di
gm

S
tim

ul
i

F
in
di
ng
s

St
ud
ie
s
fi
nd
in
g
hi
gh
er

re
ac
tiv

ity
af
te
r
sl
ee
p
co
m
pa
re
d
to

af
te
r
w
ak
e

B
ar
an

et
al
.,
20
12

[6
]

Y
ou
ng

ad
ul
ts

D
W
/N
S

N
N
I

A
la
rg
er

de
cr
ea
se

of
ne
ga
tiv
ity

ra
tin

gs
fo
r
ne
ga
tiv

e
im

ag
es

af
te
r
w
ak
e.

C
ha
m
be
rs
an
d
Pa
yn
e,
20
14

[1
2]

Y
ou
ng

ad
ul
ts

D
W
/N
S

C
ar
to
on
s
w
ith

hu
m
or
ou
s,

lit
er
al
,o
r
“w

ei
rd
”
ca
pt
io
ns

H
um

or
ra
tin
gs

in
cr
ea
se
d
in

th
e

w
ak
e
gr
ou
p
bu
td

ec
re
as
ed

in
th
e
sl
ee
p
gr
ou
p.

Jo
ne
s
et
al
.,
20
18

[1
3]

D
at
as
et
1

Y
ou
ng

ad
ul
ts

D
W
/N
S

N
N
I

N
eg
at
iv
e
im

ag
es

ra
te
d
as

le
ss

ne
ga
tiv

e
af
te
r
w
ak
e.

D
at
as
et
2

M
id
dl
e-
ag
ed

ad
ul
ts

D
W
/N
S

N
N
I

N
on
e.

Jo
ne
s
an
d
Sp

en
ce
r,
20
19

[1
4]

Y
ou
ng

ad
ul
ts

N
ap

de
si
gn

N
N
I

N
eg
at
iv
e
im

ag
es

ra
te
d
as

m
or
e

po
si
tiv

e
af
te
r
W
ak
e.

W
ag
ne
r
et
al
.,
20
02

[1
5]

Y
ou
ng

m
al
e
ad
ul
ts

E
ar
ly

sl
ee
p
vs
.L

at
e
sl
ee
p
w
ith

co
rr
es
po
nd
in
g
w
ak
e

co
nt
ro
lg

ro
up
s

N
eg
at
iv
e
im

ag
es

H
ig
he
r
ar
ou
sa
lr
at
in
gs

to
ol
d

(a
s
co
m
pa
re
d
to

no
ve
l)

im
ag
es

af
te
r
sl
ee
p
(t
he

tw
o

sl
ee
p
gr
ou
ps

co
m
bi
ne
d)
,

as
co
m
pa
re
d
to

af
te
r
w
ak
e

(t
he

tw
o
w
ak
e
gr
ou
ps

co
m
bi
ne
d)
.

W
ilh
el
m

et
al
.,
20
21

[1
6]

Y
ou
ng

fe
m
al
e
ad
ul
ts

N
ap

de
si
gn

w
ith

th
e
re
-t
es
ts
ev
en

da
ys

af
te
r
en
co
di
ng

N
eg
at
iv
e
an
d
ne
ut
ra
lf
ilm

A
la
rg
er

in
cr
ea
se

in
ne
ga
tiv

e
m
oo
d

af
te
r
be
in
g
ex
po
se
d
to

cu
es

fr
om

th
e
ne
ga
tiv

e
fi
lm

in
th
e
w
ak
e
gr
ou
p

co
m
pa
re
d
to

in
th
e
sl
ee
p
gr
ou
p.
N
o

gr
ou
p
di
ff
er
en
ce
s
in

ne
ga
tiv

e
af
fe
ct

or
su
bj
ec
tiv

e
ar
ou
sa
l.

St
ud
ie
s
fi
nd
in
g
lo
w
er

re
ac
tiv

ity
af
te
r
sl
ee
p
co
m
pa
re
d
to

af
te
r
w
ak
e

B
ol
in
ge
r
et
al
.,
20
19

[1
7]

Y
ou
ng

ad
ul
ts

D
W
/N
S

N
N
I

N
o
di
ff
er
en
ce
s
in

ei
th
er

va
le
nc
e

or
ar
ou
sa
lr
at
in
gs

at
a
fi
rs
t

re
-t
es
t1

2
h
af
te
r
en
co
di
ng
.

A
la
rg
er

de
cr
ea
se

of
ne
ga
tiv
ity

ra
tin
gs

of
ne
ga
tiv

e
im

ag
es

(a
s
co
m
pa
re
d
to

ne
ut
ra
li
m
ag
es
)

in
th
e
sl
ee
p
gr
ou
p
at
a
se
co
nd

re
-t
es
t

7
da
ys

af
te
r
en
co
di
ng
.N

o
di
ff
er
en
ce
s
in

ar
ou
sa
lr
at
in
gs
.

G
uj
ar
et
al
.,
20
11

[1
8]

Y
ou
ng

m
al
e
ad
ul
ts

N
ap

de
si
gn

Fe
ar
fu
l,
sa
d,
an
gr
y,

an
d
ha
pp
y
fa
ce
s

In
cr
ea
se
d
ra
tin

gs
of

fe
ar

an
d
an
ge
r,

an
d
de
cr
ea
se
d
ra
tin

gs
of

ha
pp
in
es
s

in
th
e
w
ak
e
gr
ou
p
co
m
pa
re
d
to

th
e
na
p
gr
ou
p.

Pa
ce
-S
ch
ot
te
t
al
.,
20
11

[7
]

Y
ou
ng

ad
ul
ts

N
ap

de
si
gn

N
N
I

A
st
ro
ng
er
de
cr
ea
se

in
po
si
tiv
ity

ra
tin

gs
of

ne
ut
ra
ls
tim

ul
ia
ft
er
w
ak
e

co
m
pa
re
d
to

af
te
r
th
e
na
p.

N
o
di
ff
er
en
ce
s
fo
r
ne
ga
tiv

e
st
im

ul
i

or
fo
r
ar
ou
sa
lr
at
in
gs
.N

ot
e
th
at

th
is
st
ud
y,
un
lik
e
th
e
ot
he
rs
,s
ho
w
ed

ea
ch

st
im

ul
us

se
ve
ra
lt
im

es
du
ri
ng

th
e
en
co
di
ng

ph
as
e,
m
ea
ni
ng

th
at

th
es
e
ef
fe
ct
s
co
ul
d
re
pr
es
en
ta

33Curr Sleep Medicine Rep (2021) 7:31–46



T
ab

le
1

(c
on
tin

ue
d)

S
tu
dy

P
ar
tic
ip
an
ts

S
le
ep

pa
ra
di
gm

St
im

ul
i

F
in
di
ng
s

sl
ee
p-
de
pe
nd
en
tc
on
so
lid

at
io
n
of

th
e
ha
bi
tu
at
io
n
du
ri
ng

th
is
se
ss
io
n.

T
em

pe
st
a
et
al
.,
20
15

[1
9]

Y
ou
ng

ad
ul
ts

SD
vs

N
or
m
al
sl
ee
p

(T
he

sl
ee
p
gr
ou
p

ad
di
tio
na
lly

di
vi
de
d

po
st
ho
c
in
to

go
od

an
d
po
or

sl
ee
pe
rs
)

N
N
PI

T
he

de
cr
ea
se

in
va
le
nc
e
fo
r
po
si
tiv
e

pi
ct
ur
es

w
as

hi
gh
er

in
th
e
SD

gr
ou
p

co
m
pa
re
d
to

th
e
go
od

sl
ee
pe
rs
,

bu
tn

ot
to

th
e
po
or

sl
ee
pe
rs
.

N
o
di
ff
er
en
ce
s
fo
r
ne
ga
tiv
e
im

ag
es
.

N
o
ef
fe
ct
s
on

ar
ou
sa
l.
A
la
rg
er

de
cr
ea
se

in
va
le
nc
e
fo
r
ne
ut
ra
l

im
ag
es

in
th
e
SD

gr
ou
p
an
d
th
e

po
or

sl
ee
pe
rs
co
m
pa
re
d
to

th
e
go
od

sl
ee
pe
rs
.*

V
an

de
r
H
el
m

et
al
.,
20
11

[2
0]

Y
ou
ng

ad
ul
ts

D
W
/N
S

N
N
PI

A
ft
er

sl
ee
p,
pa
rt
ic
ip
an
ts
ra
te
d
a
sm

al
le
r

pa
rt
of

th
e
im

ag
es

as
hi
gh
ly

em
ot
io
na
l,

an
d
a
la
rg
er

sh
ar
e
as

lo
w
-e
m
ot
io
na
l,

w
he
re
as

th
er
e
w
as

no
su
ch

ef
fe
ct

in
th
e
w
ak
e
gr
ou
p.

W
as
si
ng

et
al
.,
20
19

[2
1]

A
du
lts

w
ith

in
so
m
ni
a

an
d
he
al
th
y
co
nt
ro
ls

D
W
/N
S

In
du
ct
io
n
of

sh
am

e
th
ro
ug
h

m
ak
in
g
pa
rt
ic
ip
an
ts

he
ar

th
em

se
lv
es

si
ng

In
he
al
th
y
co
nt
ro
ls
,s
ha
m
e
de
cr
ea
se
d

w
he
n
ex
po
su
re

w
as

fo
llo

w
ed

by
sl
ee
p
co
m
pa
re
d
to

w
he
n
it
w
as

fo
llo

w
ed

by
w
ak
e.
T
hi
s
ef
fe
ct
w
as

re
ve
rs
ed

in
th
e
in
so
m
ni
a
gr
ou
p,

in
w
hi
ch

th
er
e
w
as

a
st
ee
pe
r
in
cr
ea
se

in
sh
am

e
af
te
r
w
ak
ef
ul
ne
ss

co
m
pa
re
d

to
af
te
r
sl
ee
p.
It
sh
ou
ld

be
no
te
d
th
at
th
re
e

di
ff
er
en
tc
om

po
ne
nt
s
of

sh
am

e
w
er
e

m
ea
su
re
d
an
d
th
at
th
e
in
te
ra
ct
io
n
w
as

on
ly

ev
id
en
tf
or

th
e
ph
ys
ic
al
,a
nd

no
tf
or

th
e

em
ot
io
na
la
nd

so
ci
al
co
m
po
ne
nt
s
of

sh
am

e.

St
ud
ie
s
w
ith

nu
ll-
re
su
lts
/a
m
bi
gu
ou
s
fi
nd
in
gs

A
sh
to
n
et
al
.,
20
19

[2
2]

Y
ou
ng

ad
ul
ts

D
W
/N
S

N
N
I

N
on
e

B
ol
in
ge
r
et
al
.,
20
18

[2
3]

C
hi
ld
re
n

D
W
/N
S

N
N
I

T
he

sl
ee
p
gr
ou
p
ra
te
d
ne
ga
tiv
e
im

ag
es

as
le
ss

ne
ga
tiv

e,
bu
tn

eu
tr
al
st
im

ul
i

as
m
or
e
ne
ga
tiv
e.

C
ox

et
al
.,
20
18

[2
4]

Y
ou
ng

ad
ul
ts

D
W
/N
S

N
N
I

N
ov
el
ne
ut
ra
li
te
m
s
ra
te
d
as

le
ss

po
si
tiv

e
af
te
r
sl
ee
p.

H
ar
ri
ng
to
n
et
al
.,
20
18

[2
5]

Y
ou
ng

ad
ul
ts
w
ith

de
pr
es
si
on

an
d

he
al
th
y
co
nt
ro
ls

SD
vs

sl
ee
p

N
N
PI

N
o
ef
fe
ct
of

sl
ee
p,
an
d
no

in
te
ra
ct
io
n

be
tw
ee
n
sl
ee
p
an
d
de
pr
es
si
on
.

Jo
ne
s
et
al
.,
20
16

[2
6]

D
at
as
et
1

Pa
rt
ia
lly

th
e
sa
m
e
pa
rt
ic
ip
an
ts
as

in
B
ar
an

et
al
.[
7]

D
at
as
et
2

O
ld
er

ad
ul
ts

D
W
/N
S

N
N
I

N
on
e.

D
at
as
et
3

Y
ou
ng

ad
ul
ts

D
W
/N
S

N
PI

L
ar
ge
r
in
cr
ea
se

in
ar
ou
sa
lf
or

po
si
tiv

e
pi
ct
ur
es

in
th
e
sl
ee
p
gr
ou
p.

D
at
as
et
4

O
ld
er

ad
ul
ts

D
W
/N
S

N
PI

V
al
en
ce

ra
tin
gs

fo
r
po
si
tiv
e
pi
ct
ur
es

de
cr
ea
se
d
m
or
e
in

th
e
w
ak
e
gr
ou
p.
*

34 Curr Sleep Medicine Rep (2021) 7:31–46



studies finding effects in the same direction, the exact nature
of the findings has still been highly varied. Some have found
effects on valence, some on arousal, some for the emotional
stimuli, and some for the neutral stimuli. Some studies have
found sleep to mainly affect the previously seen stimuli,
whereas others have found sleep to mainly affect ratings of
the novel stimuli.

One reason why sleep/wake contrasts have revealed such
contrasting findings could be that sleep consists of many dif-
ferent factors that cannot be lumped together. It is for example
possible that different sleep stages affect emotional reactivity
in different directions. It has further been suggested that good
sleep decreases emotional reactivity, whereas restless and dis-
turbed sleep does not. Poor sleep quality and restless sleep
have also been suggested as factors that perpetuate affective
disorders via an impaired ability to process the memory for
emotional experiences in an adaptive manner. In Table 2, we
have listed studies that have sought to correlate different fea-
tures of sleep (such as time spent in different sleep stages) with
changes in emotional reactivity, as well as studies that have
compared different kinds of sleep with each other. The latter
includes comparisons of sleep during the early half of the
night (which contains little REM sleep) with sleep in the later
(REM-rich) half of the night, and studies that have subjected
participants to sleep manipulations such as selective REM
deprivation (REMD). We have only reported significant find-
ings, and we have not included correlations that only involved
a certain portion of the night, such as the percentage of REM
sleep during the fourth quarter of the night.When a table entry
says “no correlations,” it means there were no significant cor-
relations, and when it says “none reported,” it means informa-
tion about correlations has not been reported in the paper.

As evident in Table 2, no sleep stage has consistently been
replicated to be associated with sleep-dependent changes in
emotional reactivity. Furthermore, the stage most hypothe-
sized to be involved in changing the affective tone associated
with emotional memories, REM sleep, has been found to re-
sult in significant effects in contrasting directions.

Studies Using Physiological and Neural
Measurements

Skin Conductance Responses

For skin conductance responses (SCRs), two studies have
shown sleep to decrease emotional reactivity compared to
wake [7, 41], and two have found no group differences [22,
42]. One of the studies reporting a null-result [42] combined
participants suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD), trauma-exposed controls, and healthy controls to ex-
amine whether the different sleep patterns in these groups
would have different effects on changes in emotional reactiv-
ity, which was not the case. Other studies have reported higherT
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SCRs after sleep as compared to after wake [14, 27, 43].
Regarding the active mechanisms during sleep, Pace-Schott
et al. found reduced reactivity only in those participants who
did not enter REM sleep during their nap, and not in those
who did [7]. All other polysomnographic studies have either
not found any correlations, or not reported data on this [8, 14,
41, 42]. One study found higher skin conductance levels to a
sad story after a long nap as compared to after a short one [31],
but no correlations with any sleep variables. An early study
did not find any effect of REMD on changes in reactivity to a
negative film [32].

Heart Rate Deceleration

Studies using heart rate deceleration (HRD) as the outcome
measurement have yielded similarly contrasting results. In
some studies, sleep has been found to decrease responses to
emotional stimuli compared to wake [14, 41], whereas other
studies have found sleep to increase responses [7, 22, 23]. One
study [17] found higher responses in the sleep group at a re-
test immediately after the delay interval, but lower responses
at a second re-test taking place one week later. One study
found no group differences [16], and another study found no
effect of pharmacological norepinephrine reduction during
sleep on subsequent heart rate responses to emotional stimuli
[33]. One study combining participants suffering from PTSD
with both trauma-exposed and non-trauma-exposed controls
found sleep to decrease responses in several different heart
rate–related measures [42]. No study has reported any corre-
lations between any sleep variable and changes in HRD [7, 14,
16, 17, 22, 23, 33, 41, 42].

Corrugator Electromyography

Some studies have measured emotional reactivity by applying
electrodes to the corrugator supercilii muscle, which is located at
the medial end of the eyebrow, and is also known as the
“frowning” muscle. One study found increased corrugator elec-
tromyography (cEMG) responses [14] after a nap as compared to
after wakefulness, whereas another study found an effect in the
opposite direction [7]. In the latter study, this sleep-dependent
decrease was only evident for those who entered slow-wave
sleep during their nap. No study has reported any correlations
between any sleep variable and changes in cEMG [7, 8, 14].

Event-Related Potentials

Three studies have measured sleep-dependent changes in
emotional reactivity through event-related potentials (ERPs)
using electroencephalography (EEG). One study found larger
late positive potentials (LPPs), a component that increases as a
function of the emotional intensity of the stimuli being viewed
[44], in the wake group as compared to the sleep group [23].

Similar results were found in another study at an immediate
re-test, but no group differences were present at a second re-
test one week later [17]. Neither of these studies found any
correlations between ERP magnitudes and any sleep vari-
ables. Another study found that LPPs to emotional pictures
correctly classified as “previously seen” were larger after late
sleep than after early sleep [34].

Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging

Here we have mainly focused on results regarding the
amygdala. The only study to contrast a sleep and a wake
group without also assessing memory performance [20]
found a larger decrease of amygdala responses after sleep.
The other studies have mainly been interested in neural
changes related to sleep-dependent memory consolidation,
and they have analyzed this in different ways, making the
results difficult to compare. Two such studies have found
increased activity in the amygdala for correctly remem-
bered negative items after sleep [45, 46]. One study found
higher activity in the amygdala after sleep deprivation
compared to after sleep when viewing negative pictures
at an immediate memory test [47], but the opposite effect
after a second test 6 months later, with higher amygdala
activity in the sleep group [48].

Regarding which factors during sleep that are associat-
ed with changes in emotional reactivity, one study found
that the decrease in amygdala activity during sleep was
correlated with frontal gamma activity (a putative marker
of adrenergic tone), such that those with less frontal gam-
ma activity during sleep had a larger decrease of amygda-
la responses [20]. Another study [38] found a decrease of
activity in several brain regions related to emotional pro-
cessing (but not in the amygdala) after a night with inter-
ruptions of non-REM sleep, whereas activity remained the
same or increased after a night of selective REMD. It has
also been found that pharmacologically increasing cortisol
during sleep decreased amygdala activity during the re-
test [49]. Another study found that the decrease in amyg-
dala activity was correlated with the duration of REM
sleep, but only when the REM went on for long continu-
ous periods, and not in those participants whose REM
sleep was frequently interrupted [50].

Summary

Findings on the role of sleep in changing emotional reactivity
have been highly varied both for subjective ratings and for
physiological and neural measurements. Thus, at the moment,
we really have very little idea how sleep and wake differen-
tially affect emotional reactivity. One reasonwhy similar stud-
ies generate such different outcomes could be that many of the
effects are random effects from underpowered studies [51].
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The mean N for studies with direct sleep wake/contrasts with
healthy participants is ~ 44, and the median ~ 40, indicating
typically about 20–22 participants per condition (it is difficult
to come up with more exact values of mean sample sizes as
studies have excluded a different number of participants for
different outcome measures). The mean N for correlational
studies on which factors during sleep affect changes in emo-
tional reactivity has been ~ 22, and the median ~ 18 (only
including studies with healthy participants and in which sleep
has not been manipulated in some way, for example pharma-
cologically, or by repeated awakenings). The risk of false
positives further increases considering how few studies have
utilized statistical corrections for multiple comparisons among
different contrasts and outcome measurements, thereby in-
creasing the risk of false positives. It is of course also possible
that the observed effects are valid and replicable, but that the
role of sleep is extremely sensitive to subtle changes in stim-
ulus materials, sleep manipulations, and data analysis. If this
is the case, however, it is questionable how applicable
these findings are to the real world where we have much
less control over what kind of events people are exposed
to, and exactly what kind of sleep they are getting.
Given the large variation in methods of analyzing data,
there is a great need for standardization in the field, so
that it becomes easier to compare different studies with
each other. Another issue is that not all studies have
included any novel stimuli. Moreover, several of the
studies that have included them have not reported any
results regarding them, and even in the studies that have,
the exact methods for analyzing and contrasting them
with the previously seen stimuli have been highly varied.

For future studies, researchers should always include
novel items during the re-test, present the results of
these, and also correct for multiple comparisons. It
would also be highly desirable if researchers started to
pre-register the tests they planned to make so there is
less “researcher degrees of freedom” in selecting the
statistical analyses that make the results of the study
the most exciting/easiest to publish. Data should be an-
alyzed by mixing the factors session (before/after the
delay interval) with group (sleep/wake), and post hoc t
tests should only be carried out if granted by a signif-
icant interaction effect in the ANOVA/mixed model.
When writing up their results, researchers should also
put more emphasis on which results from previous stud-
ies they have failed to replicate, as this will make meta-
analytic approaches and comparing finding between
studies easier. The many contrasting findings in the pre-
vious literature also suggests that we need to increase
sample sizes, as the present sample sizes appear to
leave room for finding random effects that do no
replicate.
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Sleep Seems toMake Negative Memories Less
Intrusive

An exciting new development is studies that examine whether
sleep in the immediate aftermath of viewing film clips with trau-
matic content makes the memory of such films more or less intru-
sive. Intrusions are a core feature of PTSD, and intrusivememories
soon after trauma have been shown to predict the later develop-
ment of this disorder [52], even ifwe at themoment do not know if
this has a causal component or is just a predictor. This association
makes it important to determinewhether there are simple interven-
tions that can be applied immediately after a traumatic experience
in order to make the memory of it less intrusive.

In these analog trauma studies, participants have typically
viewed video clips containing traumatic events (e.g., physical
and sexual violence, motor vehicle accidents, self-harm), and
then either slept or remained awake after encoding. Participants
have then kept a diary for a period of time after watching the
movie, typically aweek, documenting howmany intrusivemem-
ories of the movie they have experienced.

The first study using this paradigm found lower scores on the
Impact of Event Scale [53] the following day in the group sub-
jected to sleep deprivation during the night after watching the
film, as well as fewer intrusions during the six days post-
encoding [54]. This effect was driven by fewer intrusions during
the first two days in the sleep deprivation group.

Since this first studywas published,most studies have pointed
in the opposite direction. Kleim et al. found fewer intrusions, and
lower affective tone associatedwith these intrusions, in the group
that slept after viewing the analog trauma film [55]. Interestingly,
these differences were more pronounced during the latter part of
the study week. Using a similar design, Zeng et al. found fewer
intrusions in the sleep group, but no group difference in distress
associated with these intrusions [56]. They further found higher
scores on the hyperarousal subscale of the Impact of Event Scale
in the sleep-deprived group after one week, but not on the intru-
sions or avoidance subscales.

Woud et al. found fewer intrusions and fewer post-traumatic
cognitions after sleep in a nap design [57••], and Sopp et al. found
that normal sleep, compared to partial sleep deprivation, after
viewing a traumatic picture story resulted in fewer intrusions
during a task designed to trigger intrusions the next day [58].
This latter effect was however not replicated in a design compar-
ing daytime wake with nighttime sleep [59]. One study found no
differences in intrusions or in intrusion distress (after removing
two outliers) between a sleep and a sleep deprivation group [60],
and one study found no differences in the number of intrusions,
intrusion distress, or on scores on the Impact of Event Scale
between a nap and wake group [16].

Some studies on this topic have been correlational and obser-
vational rather than experimental. Luik et al. recruited partici-
pants coming into the emergency department after an actual trau-
matic experience and found a positive correlation between sleep

difficulties and intrusivememories during theweek following the
traumatic event [61•]. Another study found a U-shaped associa-
tion between sleep duration on the post-trauma night and the
number of intrusions during the following week, such that the
quantiles with the shortest (~ 1 h of sleep) and longest (~ 12.5 h)
sleep durations respectively experienced the most intrusions
[62••]. Sleep duration during the first night post-trauma did, how-
ever, not predict subsequent PTSD at a one-month follow-up.

Factors during sleep that makememoriesmore or less
intrusive

Studies examining which factors during sleep predict intrusions
have also found some interesting results, even though it, similarly
to the studies on sleep and emotional reactivity, is problematic
that no finding has been exactly replicated between studies. One
study found that the amount of stage 2 sleep and the density of
parietal sleep spindles correlated negatively with the number of
intrusions, and that increased wake after sleep onset, REM den-
sity, and time spent in stage 1 sleep were positively correlated
with the number of intrusions [55]. Another study found that
higher theta activity during REM was associated with fewer
intrusions, and that REMdurationwas negatively correlatedwith
scores on the Impact of Event Scale [63••] (neither of these latter
two correlations were significant immediately after awakening,
but rather on day 4). Similar results were found in another study
where theta activity during REM was negatively correlated with
the number of intrusions, and REM duration was negatively
correlated with intrusion distress [16]. This study also found a
negative correlation between slow-wave activity and intrusion
distress. One study found the duration of slow-wave sleep to be
negatively correlated with the numbers of intrusions in a task
designed to trigger these during the next day [59]. An additional
study found more intrusions in a group of participants with
PTSD compared to trauma-exposed controls and a non-trauma-
exposed control group, and that this group effect was mediated
by increased REM behavior disorder symptomology in the
PTSD group [64].

One must be careful in drawing causal conclusions from vari-
ables that have not been experimentally manipulated (such as time
spent in different sleep stages). This is because those who have the
most impaired sleep after a traumatic experiencemay also be those
who were the most negatively affected by the experience, making
poor sleep a marker of event-impact rather than a causal mecha-
nism. Porcheret et al. [62••], for example, found the same U-
shaped relationship when looking at changes in sleep between
the pre-trauma night (measured retrospectively) and the post-
trauma night, during which large changes in sleep (in both direc-
tions) predictedmore intrusions. Similarly, Sopp et al. [63••] found
that those who had the most negative reaction to the trauma film
also showed the largest decrease in REM duration. In this study,
compared to a control group that watched a neutral film, the trau-
ma film watchers had increased wake after sleep onset, shorter
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stage 2 sleep, and longer slow-wave sleep duration, once again
indicating that a certain sleep pattern can be a marker of a negative
event rather than a causal mechanism for future symtoms.
Wilhelm et al. [16] found that increased affective responses to
the trauma film was associated with it taking taking a longer time
to fall asleep, and in decreased REM duration.

There is also the issue of the third variable problem, whereby
both sleep disturbances and an impaired ability to process an
emotional experience could be associated, without there neces-
sarily being a causal connection between them. Sleep is for ex-
ample disturbed in several mood and anxiety disorders that are
also related to difficulties in emotional processing, and in keeping
unwanted thoughts, emotions, and memories out of awareness
[65, 66, 67•]. One study found that general insomnia symptoms
(measured prior to watching the traumatic film) predicted more
PTSD symptoms (including intrusions) after watching it [68].
This suggests that a certain sleep pattern (such as more restless
sleep, more fragmented REM sleep, or less slow-wave sleep)
might be a general marker of proneness to developing such
symptoms rather than a causal factor (even if it is of course
possible that in this study, the effect was mainly mediated by
disturbed sleep on the post-film night). To the best of our knowl-
edge, the only study to selectively manipulate REM sleep in an
intrusion paradigm found that REMD during a nap increased
both the number of intrusions and their degree of aversiveness
compared to naps containing more REM [40].

Another study found that sleep deprivation made it more dif-
ficult to suppress retrieval of images encoded during the previous
evening when exposed to a reminder of them [69]. Other studies
have examined the effect of sleep on emotional memories that
have been subjected to some form of suppression before a delay
interval containing either sleep orwake. The aim of this approach
has been to examine if such suppression is consolidated by sleep,
or on the contrary, if sleep is a state where previously suppressed
memories are restored. Kuriyama et al. [43] had participants view
video clips of motor vehicle accidents and asked them to either
try to memorize what they were watching, or to attempt to im-
mediately forget it. This was followed by either sleep deprivation
or a night of normal sleep. Results revealed increased emotional
responses after sleep deprivation as compared to after normal
sleep in participants who had been asked to try to forget what
they were watching during encoding. The opposite was, howev-
er, found in the group of participants who had received instruc-
tions to remember, with lower responses after sleep deprivation.
The two studies that have examined if sleep makes emotional
memories previously subjected to suppression (during encoding
or retrieval respectively) either more or less accessible for volun-
tary retrieval have not found any such effects [70, 71].

One important task for future research will be to determine
whether the changes in the number of intrusions are caused by
the memory having been processed in a different way during
sleep and wake, or by a general effect of sleep loss increasing
susceptibility to all kinds of intrusive thoughts. Cox et al. [72]

found that the association between the severity of combat expo-
sure and re-experiencing symptoms became stronger with in-
creased degrees of insomnia symptoms. Another study found
that sleep disturbances in soldiers before deployment predicted
the degree of re-experiencing symptoms post-deployment [73].
Studies recording day-to-day variations in sleep have found that
participants with PTSD had increased intrusion symptomology
after nights with shorter sleep duration [74], and that mind-
wandering in general increases after nights with poor sleep [75].

Contrary to a view inwhich the effects are driven primarily by
general changes in cognitive control ability are studies finding
the effect of intrusions still being present, and in some cases,
stronger, after several days when the immediate effect of any
sleep-related changes in cognitive functioningwould be expected
to have worn off [55, 63••]. Such effects should instead indicate
that sleep on the post-learning night affects the consolidation of
the memory in some way. For more detailed reviews on sleep
and intrusions, and for a discussion of non-experimental, obser-
vational studies on sleep after traumatic experiences, see [76, 77].

Conclusions

Sleep disturbances have been shown to be a predictor of future
mental disorders [78, 79]. It has further been found that sleep
disturbances before a negative life event predict increased risks
of developing PTSD and depression after it, something that has
been mostly studied by examining soldiers before and after de-
ployment to a warzone [80–82, but see also 83]. In addition, a
study in civilians found that sleep disturbances immediately prior
to a traumatic experience predicted subsequent incident psychiatric
disorders [84]. Future studies should examine the degree to which
sleep disturbances play a causal role in the development of psy-
chiatric disorders, and to what extent they are prodromal symp-
toms. A further possibility is that poor sleep is a general marker of
increased vulnerability to being severely impacted by a negative
event. Studies have, for example, found that childhood adversity
predicts later sleep problems [85, 86]. Clearly determining causal-
ity will be difficult as the degree of negative experiences and sleep
manipulations necessary for experimental studies is limited for
ethical and practical reasons. One promising way to determine
whether there is a causal effect of sleep is by examining the pro-
spective effect of sleep-improving interventions. Christensen et al.
[87] for example found that treating insomnia decreased depres-
sive symptoms in a prospective study with a large sample size.

In this review, we have examined the experimental work on
sleep and emotional memory. More knowledge about this topic
could help us find out to what degree the association between
sleep disturbances and poor mental health can be explained by a
role for sleep in decreasing the affective impact associated with
emotional experiences. As we have seen, however, the results
regarding sleep and emotional reactivity have been highly vari-
able and sometimes contradictory. In contrast, studies on the role
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of sleep in decreasing intrusive thoughts related to the experience
seem to show more consistent findings, even though there have
been much fewer studies on this topic. A task for future studies
will be to determine to what degree the effects can be explained
by sleep simply changing emotional reactivity in general [1, 2],
and to what degree this effect is mediated by sleep increasing
cognitive control and emotional regulation ability in a general
manner (for a discussion of this, see for example [88, 89, 90•,
91]), not specific to a particular memory. This question might
seem to be of academic interest only. If sleepmakes us feel better
about a negative experience, it might appear less important ex-
actly why. If the effect of sleep comes from it consolidating the
memory on the post-encoding night, this would, however, mean
that it is critical to rapidly target sleep immediately during the
night after the emotional experience.

For future research, it is important to remember that sleep can
be a lot of different things, and it is possible that the good sleep
we have on the night after a normal day has positive effects for
our emotional well-being, whereas the restless sleep we would
have after a negative emotional experience might not. This is
important to keep in mind so that we are not comparing apples
to oranges when asking what the role of sleep is. To return to the
adage mentioned in the introduction, we would like to say that
even if we do not know what effect sleep might have in altering
the emotional tone associated with an emotional experience,
sleep serves many other important functions, such as a general
improvement of mood [92]. Therefore, until there is clear evi-
dence saying that sleep after an emotional experience has nega-
tive consequences, we would still say that going to bed is gener-
ally a good idea, and that it will increase your chances of feeling
better in the morning.
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