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= Abstract

Purpose: The purpose of this article was to analyze sleep deprivation and emotional reactivity in
young adults in United States.

Methodology: This study adopted a desk methodology. A desk study research design is commonly
known as secondary data collection. This is basically collecting data from existing resources
preferably because of its low cost advantage as compared to a field research. Our current study
looked into already published studies and reports as the data was easily accessed through online
journals and libraries.

Findings: Sleep deprivation increases emotional reactivity in young adults, heightening stress,
anxiety, and irritability while weakening emotion regulation. It triggers amygdala hyperactivity
and reduces prefrontal cortex function, leading to stronger negative responses and poor stress
coping. Chronic deprivation links to mood disorders, emphasizing the need for adequate sleep for
emotional stability.

Unique Contribution to Theory, Practice and Policy: Dual-process theory of emotion
regulation, self-regulation theory & affective neuroscience theory may be used to anchor future
studies on the sleep deprivation and emotional reactivity in young adults in United States.
Practitioners should design and implement targeted sleep hygiene interventions and stress
management programs tailored for young adults, including cognitive training and mindfulness-
based therapies that have shown promise in mitigating heightened emotional reactivity.
educational institutions and workplaces should consider structural changes such as later start times,
flexible schedules, and awareness campaigns to promote sufficient sleep and thereby improve
overall emotional well-being.
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INTRODUCTION

Emotional reactivity refers to the intensity and speed of an individual’s physiological and
behavioral responses to emotional stimuli, often measured through heart rate variability, skin
conductance, and neural activation patterns. In the United States, research has shown that
individuals exposed to high-arousal negative stimuli exhibit a 22% increase in galvanic skin
response compared to neutral conditions, indicating heightened reactivity (Harmon-Jones, 2016).
Similarly, studies in Japan reveal that participants demonstrate a 17% greater amygdala activation
when processing distressing images than when viewing neutral scenes. These findings underscore
how cultural contexts in developed economies shape the magnitude and nature of emotional
reactivity responses. Overall, such studies illustrate consistent trends across developed nations
where biological measures reliably index emotional response intensities.
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In addition to physiological metrics, self-reported emotional experiences in the United Kingdom
indicate that nearly 60% of adults perceive intense emotional fluctuations in response to everyday
stressors, correlating with observable autonomic responses. This convergence of self-report and
objective data emphasizes the complex interplay between subjective experience and measurable
reactivity. Comparative analyses suggest that these trends are influenced by socio-environmental
factors, with urban settings often intensifying emotional responses due to increased stress levels.
Researchers have noted that advanced healthcare and psychological support systems in these
regions contribute to early detection and management of dysregulated emotional responses. Such
integrated approaches help mitigate potential adverse outcomes associated with heightened
emotional reactivity (Harmon-Jones, 2016).

Canadians and Germans indicating a marked influence of environmental stressors on their
emotional state. Such assessments are corroborated by psychophysiological measurements, which
document significant fluctuations in autonomic nervous system activity during exposure to
emotional stimuli. These findings suggest that robust support systems and mental health resources
in these countries may help individuals regulate such intense reactions. Moreover, cultural factors
in these nations tend to emphasize both emotional awareness and the importance of regulation,
contributing to the nuanced understanding of reactivity. These integrated insights from both
objective and subjective methods provide a comprehensive view of emotional reactivity in
developed economies (Johnston & Patel, 2018)

Moreover, self-report measures in these regions often reveal a higher frequency of perceived
emotional volatility compared to more economically stable countries. In urban centers, nearly half
of surveyed participants reported that their mood swings were significantly influenced by
environmental unpredictability. These subjective accounts are corroborated by laboratory
assessments showing increased reactivity to both positive and negative emotional stimuli. The data
suggest that economic pressures and social instability are key factors driving these patterns of
emotional reactivity. Collectively, these studies illustrate a complex relationship between
economic development, environmental stressors, and emotional responses (Harmon-Jones, 2016)

In Mexico, for example, research indicates that stressful urban environments are associated with a
23% increase in cortisol levels among adults, reflecting a heightened hormonal reactivity to stress
(Johnston & Patel, 2018). In Turkey, experimental studies reveal that exposure to culturally
relevant stressors results in a 17% rise in heart rate variability, suggesting a significant autonomic
response during emotional challenges. These physiological trends are mirrored in self-report data,
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where over 50% of participants from both countries report experiencing intense emotional
fluctuations during daily stressors. Overall, such findings illustrate the strong interplay between
environmental stress and emotional reactivity in developing contexts. Additional investigations in
these regions highlight that emotional reactivity is not only a function of immediate stressors but
also of long-term socio-economic uncertainty, with nearly 48% of respondents in urban Mexican
and Turkish settings noting sustained periods of elevated stress. These subjective experiences are
validated by objective measures, including electrodermal activity and neuroendocrine responses.
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Furthermore, subjective reports from these regions reveal that a significant portion of the
population experiences intense emotional fluctuations in response to daily adversities. Surveys
indicate that over 55% of respondents in urban areas of Sub-Saharan Africa perceive their
emotional responses to stress as being more intense than those reported in more developed regions.
These self-reported measures are often validated by corresponding physiological data, suggesting
a reliable trend in heightened emotional reactivity. Additionally, cultural factors and community
resilience programs appear to mediate the adverse effects of such reactivity, offering pathways for
intervention. Overall, the convergence of objective and subjective data in Sub-Saharan economies
provides a comprehensive understanding of emotional reactivity under challenging socio-
economic conditions (Harmon-Jones, 2016

In Kenya, studies have reported that individuals exposed to recurrent socio-economic stressors
exhibit a 27% increase in heart rate and a corresponding rise in skin conductance responses,
indicative of heightened emotional reactivity (Johnston & Patel, 2018). Similarly, research in
Ghana has documented that emotionally stressful community events trigger a 22% surge in cortisol
levels among affected populations. These physiological markers are supported by self-report
measures, where more than 60% of respondents describe experiencing severe emotional
fluctuations during periods of social or economic instability. Such findings underscore the
profound impact of chronic stressors on emotional reactivity in Sub-Saharan settings.

Moreover, qualitative data from both Kenya and Ghana reveal that community members perceive
their emotional responses to daily adversities as being more intense compared to those in more
economically stable regions. This subjective intensity is reflected in experimental paradigms,
where standardized stress tests elicit pronounced autonomic nervous system responses. The
integration of both objective physiological data and subjective emotional assessments provides a
comprehensive view of how chronic environmental challenges shape emotional reactivity in these
regions. These insights also point to the critical need for culturally sensitive mental health
interventions that address both immediate and long-term stress impacts. Overall, the research
highlights the complex dynamics of emotional reactivity in Sub-Saharan economies, where
external stressors play a decisive role in shaping emotional well-being (Johnston & Patel, 2018

Conceptually, the amount of sleep deprivation can be categorized into four levels: no deprivation
(7-9 hours), mild deprivation (5-6 hours), moderate deprivation (3—-4 hours), and severe
deprivation (less than 3 hours). Research suggests that individuals with no sleep deprivation tend
to display optimal emotional regulation and lower reactivity, as their neurobiological systems
function efficiently (Goldstein & Walker, 2014). Mild sleep deprivation is often linked to subtle
increases in emotional reactivity, where individuals experience slightly heightened stress
responses and mood fluctuations (Killgore, 2010). Moderate deprivation typically results in more
pronounced emotional dysregulation, with observable increases in irritability, anxiety, and
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physiological responses such as elevated heart rate and cortisol levels. Severe sleep deprivation,
by contrast, is associated with significant impairments in emotional processing, leading to extreme
reactivity and difficulty in managing stress and negative emotions (Goldstein & Walker, 2014).
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These gradations in sleep loss illustrate a continuum where emotional reactivity intensifies as sleep
duration decreases. Individuals experiencing mild sleep loss may notice occasional mood swings
and a slight sensitivity to stressors, whereas moderate loss often triggers more consistent and
intense emotional responses (Killgore, 2010). In severe cases, the neurocognitive impairments
become critical, compromising the ability to regulate emotions and exacerbating negative affective
states. This conceptual framework underlines the importance of sleep as a fundamental regulator
of emotional reactivity, influencing both subjective experiences and physiological responses. As
such, maintaining adequate sleep is crucial for optimal emotional functioning and overall mental
health (Goldstein & Walker, 2014; Killgore, 2010).

Problem Statement

Sleep deprivation is increasingly prevalent among young adults, driven by academic demands,
digital media consumption, and irregular sleep schedules. This chronic lack of restorative sleep
has been shown to heighten emotional reactivity, thereby increasing susceptibility to anxiety,
depression, and impaired decision-making (Kahn, 2020). However, much of the current research
is based on controlled laboratory settings, leaving a gap in our understanding of how these effects
manifest in real-world environments. Moreover, emerging evidence suggests that even moderate
sleep loss can disrupt neural pathways associated with emotion regulation, exacerbating stress
responses and negative affect (Miller, 2021). Given the potential long-term mental health
implications, it is imperative to systematically investigate the relationship between varying levels
of sleep deprivation and emotional reactivity in young adults, in order to develop effective
intervention strategies.

Theoretical Review
Dual-Process Theory of Emotion Regulation

Dual-process theory of emotion regulation, which posits that emotional responses are governed by
both automatic, implicit processes and controlled, deliberate processes. This theory suggests that
sleep deprivation may impair the controlled regulatory mechanisms, leading to heightened, less
moderated emotional responses (McRae, 2019). Originating from early cognitive models of
emotion, it has been refined over decades to include neural correlates of automatic versus
controlled processing. Its relevance to sleep deprivation lies in explaining how reduced sleep might
tilt the balance toward automatic, reactive responses. By understanding this dual mechanism,
researchers can better assess why young adults exhibit increased emotional reactivity after sleep
loss.

Self-Regulation Theory

Self-regulation theory, which emphasizes the role of internal regulatory resources in managing
emotions and behavior. This framework, originally developed from the broader work on self-
control, has been updated to account for the impact of sleep on regulatory capacity (Hall et al.,
2021). According to this theory, sleep deprivation depletes the cognitive resources necessary for
effective self-regulation, leading to dysregulated emotional responses. The theory is particularly
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relevant in young adults, whose self-regulatory systems are still maturing and are more vulnerable
to the effects of sleep loss.
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Affective Neuroscience Theory

Pioneered by Jaak Panksepp—provides insight into the neural circuits that mediate emotion and
how these circuits are disrupted by insufficient sleep (Panksepp, 2018), thereby offering a
neurobiological explanation for the increased emotional reactivity observed in sleep-deprived
individuals.

Empirical Review

Smith (2019) explored the effects of acute 24-hour sleep deprivation on emotional reactivity in
young adults. The study’s purpose was to determine how a single episode of total sleep loss
influences both behavioral responses and neural activity when processing emotional stimuli. Using
neuroimaging techniques, including fMRI, combined with a series of behavioral tasks that
measured reaction times and accuracy in identifying emotional expressions, the study found that
sleep-deprived participants exhibited significantly heightened amygdala reactivity compared to
well-rested controls. These heightened neural responses were accompanied by slower reaction
times and increased error rates on emotional recognition tasks. Based on these findings, the authors
recommended that interventions aimed at improving sleep hygiene could be crucial in mitigating
adverse emotional outcomes in this population.

Johnson (2020) assessed the cumulative effects of mild sleep restriction defined as obtaining 5-6
hours of sleep per night on emotional regulation among young adults. The study purposefully
monitored participants using daily sleep logs, periodic autography, and regular self-assessments
of mood and stress levels. Methodologically, the researchers combined subjective questionnaires
with objective measures such as cortisol assays to capture both the psychological and physiological
aspects of emotional reactivity. Their findings indicated that even modest sleep loss led to
moderate increases in negative affect, with participants reporting heightened irritability and stress,
which was mirrored by elevated cortisol levels. The study concluded by recommending targeted
sleep interventions in academic and work settings to help young adults maintain optimal emotional
health.

Davis and Lee (2018) focused on the neural underpinnings of emotional dysregulation resulting
from moderate sleep loss using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). Their study was
designed to investigate the specific brain regions involved in emotional regulation when
participants were exposed to sleep restriction of approximately 3-4 hours per night. The
methodology involved exposing participants to emotionally charged visual stimuli while recording
brain activity, particularly in the prefrontal cortex, known for its role in executive function and
emotion regulation. The results revealed a marked reduction in prefrontal cortex activation in
sleep-deprived individuals, correlating with diminished cognitive control over their emotional
responses. As a recommendation, the authors suggested the development of cognitive training
programs and strategies to help restore neural function and improve emotional regulation
following sleep loss.

Brown (2021) examined how sustained periods of insufficient sleep affect physiological indicators
such as cortisol levels and heart rate variability. Participants were observed over several weeks in
their natural environments, providing data that reflected everyday sleep patterns and stress
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experiences. The study found that individuals with chronic sleep restriction consistently exhibited
higher cortisol levels and reduced heart rate variability, suggesting a state of heightened
physiological stress. Based on these observations, Brown et al. recommended workplace and
educational policy reforms to promote better sleep practices and ultimately reduce stress-related
health risks.

Garcia (2022) focused on the subjective aspect of emotional reactivity by evaluating self-reported
emotional states in relation to sleep deficits in a college-aged sample. The purpose of the study
was to understand how even slight deviations from optimal sleep duration can alter perceived
emotional stability. Using a combination of standardized mood questionnaires and daily sleep
diaries, the researchers discovered that participants who reported even minor sleep deficits
experienced significantly greater mood swings and heightened stress levels. The self-reported data
were further validated through concurrent measurements of physiological markers, reinforcing the
link between sleep loss and emotional instability. In light of these findings, the authors
recommended that public health initiatives should include sleep education programs tailored to
young adults.
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Martinez (2020) explored how coping strategies might moderate the adverse effects of sleep
deprivation on emotional reactivity. The study used a mixed-methods design, incorporating both
quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews to capture the full spectrum of participants’
experiences. The purpose was to determine whether individuals with robust coping mechanisms
exhibit less emotional dysregulation when experiencing sleep loss. Their findings revealed that
participants who reported using adaptive coping strategies, such as mindfulness and problem-
solving techniques, demonstrated a partial buffering effect against the negative emotional impacts
of sleep deprivation. Consequently, the study recommended incorporating stress management and
coping skills training into wellness programs for young adults.

Wilson (2023) investigated the cumulative effects of varying degrees of sleep deprivation on
emotional reactivity using a quasi-experimental design. The study aimed to elucidate a dose-
dependent relationship between the amount of sleep loss and the intensity of emotional responses.
Methodologically, the researchers measured both physiological responses (using heart rate
monitors and cortisol assays) and self-reported affect across different levels of sleep deprivation,
ranging from mild to severe. The findings revealed that as sleep loss increased, so did the intensity
of emotional reactivity, with severe sleep deprivation producing the most pronounced effects.
Based on these results, the authors advocated for policy-level changes in educational institutions,
such as later start times, to mitigate the adverse effects of insufficient sleep on emotional health

METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a desk methodology. A desk study research design is commonly known as
secondary data collection. This is basically collecting data from existing resources preferably
because of its low-cost advantage as compared to field research. Our current study looked into
already published studies and reports as the data was easily accessed through online journals and
libraries.
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FINDINGS

The results were analyzed into various research gap categories that is conceptual, contextual and
methodological gaps
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Conceptual Research Gaps: Although the existing studies offer valuable insights into the effects
of sleep deprivation on emotional reactivity, several conceptual gaps remain. First, there is a need
for a more integrated theoretical framework that simultaneously accounts for the diverse neural,
physiological, and behavioral responses to different types and durations of sleep loss (Smith, 2019;
Wilson, 2023). While some studies have focused on acute total sleep deprivation and others on
chronic partial restriction, a comprehensive model that explains how various levels of sleep loss
uniquely contribute to emotional dysregulation is lacking. Additionally, the interplay between
individual coping mechanisms and neurocognitive responses has been partially explored (Martinez
et al., 2020) but requires further clarification to understand underlying mechanisms. This gap calls
for future research that synthesizes findings across these domains to build a unified conceptual
model.

Contextual and Geographical Research Gaps: Contextually, many studies have been conducted
within controlled environments or specific settings such as academic institutions (Johnson, 2020;
Garcia, 2022), limiting the ecological validity and generalizability of their findings to real-world
situations. There is a notable scarcity of research examining sleep deprivation in diverse everyday
contexts, including workplaces and community settings, where multiple stressors may interact with
sleep loss. Geographically, most investigations have been carried out in Western or developed
regions, leaving a gap in our understanding of how cultural, socioeconomic, and environmental
factors in non-Western or developing regions influence the relationship between sleep deprivation
and emotional reactivity. Future studies should aim to diversify their sample populations and
settings to better capture cross-cultural variations and contextual nuances. Addressing these gaps
will be crucial for designing culturally sensitive interventions and policy recommendations that
are globally applicable.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Conclusion

In conclusion, the body of research on sleep deprivation and emotional reactivity in young adults
consistently demonstrates that insufficient sleep leads to heightened emotional responses, impaired
cognitive control, and increased physiological stress markers. Acute and chronic sleep loss have
been shown to disrupt key neural circuits involved in emotion regulation, particularly in regions
like the amygdala and prefrontal cortex (Smith et al., 2019; Davis & Lee, 2018). Moreover, both
subjective reports and objective measures, such as cortisol levels and heart rate variability, provide
converging evidence that even modest sleep deficits can exacerbate negative affect and stress
responses (Johnson et al., 2020; Brown et al., 2021). These findings underscore the critical need
for targeted sleep interventions, policy reforms, and further research to develop effective strategies
for mitigating the adverse impacts of sleep deprivation on emotional health. Ultimately, addressing
sleep deficits in young adults is essential for promoting overall mental well-being and optimizing
daily functioning in this vulnerable population.
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Theory

Future research should focus on developing integrated theoretical frameworks that combine
neurobiological, psychological, and socio-environmental perspectives to explain how varying
degrees of sleep deprivation influence emotional reactivity. These frameworks should incorporate
elements such as acute versus chronic sleep loss, individual differences in coping mechanisms,
and context-specific stressors. Advancing theory in this domain can clarify the interplay between
neural circuitry (e.g., amygdala and prefrontal cortex functioning) and behavioral outcomes,
thereby addressing existing conceptual gaps. This holistic approach will not only refine our
understanding of sleep’s role in emotion regulation but also guide empirical studies with more
nuanced hypotheses. Ultimately, these theoretical contributions will provide a robust foundation
for subsequent applied research.

Practice

Practitioners should design and implement targeted sleep hygiene interventions and stress
management programs tailored for young adults, including cognitive training and mindfulness-
based therapies that have shown promise in mitigating heightened emotional reactivity.

Policy

On the policy front, educational institutions and workplaces should consider structural changes
such as later start times, flexible schedules, and awareness campaigns to promote sufficient sleep
and thereby improve overall emotional well-being. By integrating practical strategies with policy
reforms, these recommendations contribute uniquely to clinical practice by providing evidence-
based interventions and to public policy by advocating systemic changes that support healthy sleep
behaviors. This comprehensive approach ensures that improvements in sleep quality can lead to
better emotional regulation, ultimately reducing mental health risks in this vulnerable population.
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