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				Introduction

				You don’t really question sleep until you’re not getting enough. And it’s only when symptoms spiral out of control that you think about doing anything. Suddenly you’re falling asleep during conversations, unable to concentrate on anything longer than an ad break on TV, can’t be bothered to socialise any more and it’s the fourth time this week you’ve put the tea bag in cold water. Even then, it often takes a comment from someone else – ‘Gosh you’ve been looking tired lately’, ‘You’re not as lively as you used to be’, or ‘If you don’t do something about your snoring, I’m going to leave you’ – before you actually decide to take action.

				The fact is, there are some pretty straightforward strategies to help you get the sleep you deserve. Just understanding what happens to your body while you sleep will help you work out the mechanisms behind your sleep problems – whether it’s insomnia, nightmares, restless legs syndrome or sleep apnea. And finding out about your body clock means you won’t waste time trying out things that won’t ever work. If you’re a night owl, for instance, there’s no point going to bed at 10pm – you’ll be staring at the ceiling for 5 hours, churning over your thoughts. By the time you’re ready to drop off, you’ll have convinced yourself that you’re going to get the sack, die horribly on your cycle ride to work or be abandoned by your partner.

				The key to solving your sleep problem is finding the cause – be it stress, bad diet, lack of exercise or a noisy bedroom environment – and being persistent. That means not giving up if the first thing you try doesn’t work. I’ve come up with a huge selection of tried-and-tested solutions so I guarantee you won’t run out of things to try – from changing your bedtime routine and visualisation tricks to decluttering your bedroom and performing wake-me-up morning stretches.

				Try everything that takes your fancy, write down how well it worked, keep referring back to your notes and soon you should have a list of all those changes you’ve made that do the trick. It may take one week or it may take a few months. But don’t give up. Before you know it, you’ll be sleeping soundly every night, waking up in a great mood and managing to stay fully awake during every conversation you have in the day.

			

		

	
		
			
				1. Eyes wide shut

				We spend a third of our lives asleep – so what actually happens to our body when we’re tucked up under the duvet?

				Sleep takes place in cycles, each lasting around 60 minutes in babies and 90 minutes in adults. During a night, a normal sleeper can expect to go through 4–5 cycles. And each sleep cycle goes through 5 stages of sleep. The body is thought to repair and regenerate itself in the first 4 stages of sleep – commonly known as non-REM sleep (NREM). Stage 5, REM (Rapid eye movement) sleep, is where the brain sorts out and makes sense of the events of the day – it’s also when you’re most likely to dream.

				Stage 1 

				Light sleep Heart rate and body temperature drop and brain waves slow down even more. It lasts a few minutes and you can easily be woken up during this stage. 

				Stage 2

				Proper sleep This phase usually lasts about 30–40 minutes and although it doesn’t take much to wake you up, you’re likely to feel groggy.

				Stages 3 and 4

				Deep sleep In stage 3, brainwaves give way to the slowest brain waves – the delta waves. By stage 4, not much is going to wake you. Your oxygen levels, heart rate and breathing levels are at their lowest. Now growth hormone is released, which helps cell renewal, building and repairing body tissue. 

				Stage 5

				This is when you have your most vivid dreams, and your body and brain come to life – your brain is as active as it is when you’re awake but apart from finger and facial twitching, most of your muscles become paralysed to stop you acting out your dreams. Your eyes dart about, while your heart rate, breathing rate and blood pressure all rise and can be erratic. Your memory is also being recharged.

				The exact pattern varies from person to person and with age. Babies spend about half their sleeping time in REM sleep, adults about a quarter. If you miss out on sleep, it’s the lighter stages of sleep that tend to be lost. The body will always do its best to catch up on deep sleep first, then REM sleep.

				Defining idea

				‘Life is something you do when you can’t get to sleep.’

				FRAN LEBOWITZ, US writer

			

		

	
		
			
				2. Rhythms of life

				Understand your body clock – and determine all your energy highs and lows in the day.

				Your body clock normally works to a daily 24-hour cycle – and controls the release of hormones, blood pressure and heart rate plus when your body wants to go to sleep and wake up. We’re programmed to fall asleep at night, when it’s dark and cooler, and to be awake when it’s light and warmer. Your body clock controls your temperature and sleepiness so that at night your temperature drops as you go to sleep and rises as you wake. It also makes sure you don’t have inconvenient needs – like going to the toilet or feeling hungry. You have another drop in temperature and sleepiness around midday until two in the afternoon.

				In the morning light enters the eye and hits the retina. This travels along nerves and ends up in a part of your brain responsible for regulating your body clock. Here signals are sent to the pineal gland in your brain to stop producing melatonin, the brain’s sleep-inducing hormone and to release the get-up-and-go hormone cortisol. In the evening the fading light of the setting sun triggers melatonin to prepare your body for sleep. Once you’re asleep, if you suddenly put on a light – to go to the toilet, for instance – chances are you’ll have trouble dropping off again, because light kick-starts those get-up-and-go hormones, and as far as they’re concerned it’s wake-up time. The average body clock is happiest when you sleep from around 11pm to 7am, which is when all the hormones are programmed to be either released or stopped. 

				Some studies suggest that the hormone melatonin, given as a supplement at specific times, may be useful for resetting daily rhythms to help overcome the effects of jet lag and sleep disorders.

				Here’s an idea for you

				Your body clock also controls your day’s movements – over 24 hours, you get restless and need a change of pace every 90 to 120 minutes. Observe these changes one day – see how you get up from your desk, stretch, have a cup of coffee, then get back to work, stop for lunch, have a cup of tea and so on.

				Defining idea

				‘Sleeping is no mean art: for its sake one must stay awake all day’

				FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE

			

		

	
		
			
				3. Lark or owl?

				Do your eyelids start drooping after the early evening news or are you doing the mamba at midnight?

				Some people’s body clocks are slightly out of sync with the 24 hour pattern. ‘Owls’ have a longer daily cycle and a slower body clock, they want to go to bed later and are slow to get going in the morning. Owls often have trouble getting to sleep and stay in light sleep longer. The body clocks of ‘larks’ run slightly faster than average and their daily cycle is slightly shorter. So larks want to go to bed early, get up early and are irritatingly bright eyed and bushy tailed the minute they get up. 

				Generally we become more owl-like when we’re teenagers and more lark-like when we get older. If you are either of these types, there’s not much you can do to change it, but there are tricks to help you adapt. 

				If you’re a lark who wants to stay up later, spend time outside in the afternoon or early evening. Then go for a brisk walk or do some light stretching. Sleep with curtains closed and, if you want to stay up later more regularly, consider buying black-out curtains which block out the light. Darkness tells your brain it’s time to sleep.

				If you’re an owl who wants to be more alert in the morning, keep your evenings quiet to help prepare your body for bed, sleep with curtains open and let daylight wake you up naturally. Walk outside as soon as possible after waking up. You should also do as much as you can the night before, select the next day’s clothes for instance, so you don’t have to think too hard in the morning.

				Here’s an idea for you

				Write a list of which time in the day you are most alert and most productive. If you’re a lark, it’ll be some time between late morning and noon. If you’re an owl, you’ll get a short burst of productivity late morning, but you’ll feel most alert around 6pm. Then tailor your most challenging tasks around your up times.

				Defining idea

				‘Early to rise, and early to bed, makes a man healthy, wealthy and dead.’

				JAMES THURBER

			

		

	
		
			
				4. System failure

				Injury, poor performance and depression – the results of not getting your sleep quota 

				During a good night’s sleep, in the REM stage, the brain busily replenishes the neurotransmitters that organise neural networks vital for remembering, learning, performance and problem solving. If you deprive the brain of sleep, you get less REM sleep and your memory will be poorer. 

				Studies show that sleep deprivation can severely affect driving ability. One comparing the reaction times between people who were sleep deprived and those who’d been drinking alcohol suggested that driving when tired is as dangerous as driving drunk.

				Recent research demonstrated that the nightly loss of four hours of sleep over 10 days in healthy young adults significantly reduced their immune function. The number of white blood cells and their activity was decreased. Missing sleep can actually speed up aging. Sleeping for only four hours a night for as little as a week, reduces the body’s ability to process and store carbohydrates and regulate hormone levels – changes which are similar to those of advanced ageing.

				Lack of sleep makes you hungry and more prone to putting on weight. The key to this is the hormone leptin, which signals when the body needs or does not need more food. Leptin levels rise during sleep and this tells your brain that you’ve eaten enough; when you’re sleep deprived, leptin levels are low, so your brain thinks you need to eat more. Research has also shown that insufficient sleep impairs the body’s ability to use insulin, which can lead to the onset of diabetes.

				Blood pressure usually falls during the sleep cycle, but interrupted sleep can adversely affect this normal decline, leading to hypertension and cardiovascular problems. One study of nurses showed that those sleeping five hours or less had a 45 per cent greater risk of developing heart disease than those sleeping eight hours. 

				Here’s an idea for you

				Set yourself a test to find how lack of sleep affects you. Write down the names of 10 random objects which you then need to recall on another piece of paper. Time yourself when you do the test feeling rested, and compare the results after doing it again (with a new list) when you’re sleep deprived.

			

		

	
		
			
				5. Six, seven or eight?

				How much sleep you really need?

				Sleep experts don’t normally talk in terms of number of hours, but the amount of sleep you need to be wide awake and alert in the day. So if you regularly fall asleep watching TV or reading or fall asleep in the car, you might not be getting enough.

				That said, women seem to need about 20 minutes sleep more than men. The experts say it’s because women use their brains in a more flexible way than men – which means their brains are working harder in the day and are therefore more tired at night.

				In general the amount of sleep needed decreases with age. By the time you’re 60 you’ll probably only need 5 or 6 hours a night. The amount of slow wave sleep, which is when the human growth hormone is secreted, is much higher in children and decreases with age. A teenager’s body clock actually resets so instead of producing the sleep-inducing melatonin earlier in the evening – like kids and adults – their body’s not triggering it until 1 in the morning. So the average teenager would be much happier waking up at around 10.

				If you want to increase the amount of time you’re asleep, don’t suddenly go to bed an hour earlier than usual – you’ll just lie awake in bed. Just go to bed 10 to 15 minutes earlier than usual every night until you’re waking up refreshed. Then stick to this bedtime as much as possible so your body knows when to prepare for sleep.

				Here’s an idea for you

				To find out how many hours of sleep you need record the amount and quality of sleep you had during the night and rate your daytime functioning at the end of the day on a scale from 1 (unable to think straight, constantly tired) to 10 (perfect performance). After two weeks, look at the results and work out in what way your sleep relates to how you function the next day.

				Defining idea

				‘A satisfying sleep, like a satisfying meal, can leave one happy and content, without feeling too full, and with room, perhaps, for just a little more’

				Sleep expert JIM HORNE

			

		

	
		
			
				6. The big one

				Can’t get to sleep or keep waking up? Chances are, you’ve got insomnia – the biggest cause of sleep problems.

				Insomnia is when you’re not getting enough uninterrupted sleep to leave you refreshed the next day. The reasons we have trouble sleeping vary from anxiety (e.g. over work) to physical illness, depression or a sleep disorder such as sleep apnea. The majority of insomnia will only last for a few nights and is caused by some change to your sleep schedule such as jet lag, illness or a forthcoming big event, and once this has gone, your sleep will go back to normal. Women may suffer disturbed sleep during a period. Short term insomnia will last three to four weeks but if the cause is not addresses it can lead to chronic insomnia, which lasts over a month, occurring every night or every now and then.

				Normal sleepers take less than 20 minutes to fall asleep – if you’re the type of insomniac who can’t get to sleep it could take more than 30 minutes no matter how tired you are. This is often due to anxiety, but it could be that your body clock is running too late.

				Everyone wakes up momentarily throughout the night, but we’re not aware of it so it doesn’t affect our sleep. Some insomniacs, however, wake up in the middle of the night, and spend what seems like ages, tossing and turning. You can be awake for hours or just wake up frequently. Triggers include snoring, sleep apnea or sometimes depression.

				If you’ve got early morning insomnia you’ll wake up more than an hour before you want to. Depression or a body that’s set to wake up too early are common causes.

				Here’s an idea for you

				Keep a sleep diary for three weeks. Write down how long it takes to get to sleep, how many times you wake up during the night and what time you wake up in the morning – plus how you feel the next day. After a few weeks you should see a pattern emerging. Now you can start to find solutions..

				Defining idea

				‘Perhaps that’s why some of us are insomniacs; night is so precious that it would be pusillanimous to sleep all through it!’ 

				Sci fi author BRIAN W. ALDISS
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