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Sleep Secrets of Dolphins: Exploring Underwater Slumber 
Dolphins, with their sleek bodies and playful nature, 
are known for their remarkable abilities both above 
and below the water's surface. But how do these 
intelligent marine mammals sleep, and do they sleep 
underwater like humans? 

Unlike humans, who experience deep sleep in a 
motionless state, dolphins have a unique method of 
sleeping called unihemispheric slow-wave sleep. This 

means that they sleep with one hemisphere of their brain at a time, while the other 
remains awake and alert. This adaptation allows dolphins to maintain 
consciousness and awareness of their surroundings even while resting. 

During unihemispheric slow-wave sleep, dolphins typically close one eye and rest 
the opposite hemisphere of their brain, while the other eye remains open and the 
corresponding hemisphere remains active. This enables dolphins to continue 
swimming, surfacing for air, and monitoring their environment for potential threats 
or opportunities. 

Dolphins alternate between hemispheres throughout the day, allowing each side 
of their brain to rest while the other remains active. This unique sleep pattern 
ensures that dolphins can maintain essential bodily functions, such as respiration 
and muscle movement, while still getting the rest they need to function optimally. 

While dolphins can sleep underwater, they must be conscious enough to surface 
regularly to breathe. To facilitate this, dolphins have a reflex called the "breath-
hold reflex," which automatically triggers their breathing muscles when they 
surface, even while asleep. This reflex ensures that dolphins can continue to 
breathe regularly without needing to fully awaken. 

Additionally, dolphins often sleep in groups, known as pods, which provides them 
with safety and social interaction while resting. By sleeping in close proximity to 
one another, dolphins can keep an eye out for predators and communicate with 
their pod members, further enhancing their safety and security during sleep. 

Overall, dolphins have adapted unique sleep strategies to accommodate their 
aquatic lifestyle, allowing them to rest and recharge while remaining vigilant and 
responsive to their surroundings. 

 


