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For my grandson Benjamin, who reminded me what it’s like to sleep like a baby.


—Frank


For our team at Casper, who work tirelessly to awaken the potential of a well-rested world.


—Neil
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Dependent on sleep are: happiness and misery, nourishment and suitable physique, potency and impotency, knowledge and ignorance. Sleep observed untimely, excessively and negatively takes away happiness and life like the goddess Kalaratri. If properly observed, it provides happiness and life like the flash of true knowledge to a yogini.


—Charaka Samhita Sutrasthana
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INTRODUCTION



IT’S TIME TO GET COZY WITH SLEEP


You aren’t getting enough sleep. Yes, that’s a pretty bold statement, since we don’t exactly know you, but if you’re like most people—and we’re willing to bet that you are—then you’re not getting the rest you need. The numbers alone do the talking: 40 percent of Americans report occasional insomnia, 22 percent experience insomnia almost every night, and 70 percent of Americans aren’t getting enough sleep, no thanks to shifts in our culture (twenty-four-hour everything), technology (all Wi-Fi, all the time), and habits (overworking, undernourishing). Unfortunately, the seemingly small oversight of not getting enough sleep—whether it’s because you’re choosing other priorities over sleep or you’re having sleep-related challenges that don’t seem to be going away anytime soon—will most likely end up having some very big consequences, if it hasn’t already. But not to worry; that’s all about to change. Namely because you’re about to read the very first one-stop sleep-better resource that’s perfectly tailored to you, your sleep, and your life.


From the time we, the authors, first met, we knew that we were going to team up to improve people’s lives. In fact, that’s why we were introduced in the first place—because a mutual friend knew how obsessed we each were with that mission. Neil first came to Frank as a patient—he wanted a new approach to feeling better and liked Frank’s holistic philosophy (as in, better sleep leads to improvement in your overall health, and improvement in your overall health leads to better sleep) along with his tough-love style (a little bit of a whooping followed by a carrot). Meanwhile, Frank was inspired by Neil’s passion for the emerging tools and technologies that help form new, better habits, especially when it comes to getting a good night’s rest. After weeks of daily e-mails back and forth about our respective discoveries of new gadgets, therapies, and ideas around sleep and behavior change, this book was born. Our mission: Write a book that would finally get people in bed to get the rest they need.


Especially in the wake of Covid-19, when even more people began struggling with maintaining healthy sleep habits and it became clear that lack of sleep was a comorbidity in the virus, we knew that we needed to do something different from what had already been done. Most of you have seen the articles (or at least read the headlines). You already know that we are currently experiencing a sleep-deprivation epidemic, and you’re aware—either anecdotally or firsthand—that most people are paying the price. From an out-of-whack immune system, to weight gain, to hormone dysregulation, to brain chemistry imbalance, or even worse, heart disease, diabetes, and Alzheimer’s, you’re at least somewhat aware of the price you pay when you don’t get enough sleep. And on the flip side, tons of studies have confirmed that if we just get more sleep—more than the five or six hours we’ve been telling ourselves is plenty—then we can fend off both major and minor illnesses, boost our ability to learn, solve problems better, think outside the box, lose weight, look and feel younger, and better manage stress. Plus, there’s no shortage of clickbait articles outlining just about every sound piece of advice for sleeping more or better, whether it’s unplugging from our devices an hour before bedtime, using room-darkening shades, or taking a lavender oil–infused bath before bed.


And yet, we are all still exhausted.


Not many people sleep any better than we did before the emerging research gave us an even clearer understanding of why sleep is so important, what it does for every single element of our health, and how to get more of it. So to everyone walking around feeling like they’re living in a fog, like they’re moving at half speed, like they can’t shake their depression/anxiety, and like they, perhaps, may never get a good night’s sleep ever again, this book is for you. It’s also for those of you who aren’t quite there but feel irritable, dulled, worn out, and worn down. We have made it our goal to figure out why it’s so difficult to do anything about it—and to fix it.


We believe the fix begins with changing the way you think about sleep. For the longest time, the three big pillars of wellness have been diet, exercise, and stress. Important, yes, but not the whole picture. Without adequate sleep, a healthy diet, regular exercise, and stress management aren’t enough to comprehensively transform or even maintain your health. That’s because sleep is your primary rhythm. Every single system of your body is regulated by your circadian rhythm, which is your body’s own 24-hour rhythm that synchronizes your cardiovascular, muscular, digestive, immune, and reproductive systems. But the queen of these individual rhythms is sleep. That’s why we like to say sleep is your primary rhythm: all roads lead to and from sleep. When sleep is off, so is every other function in your body. Think of it this way:




1. If you’re trying to solve a health-related issue but are not addressing sleep, then you’re swimming against the current.


2. Or, if you’re experiencing sleep-related issues, that could likely be a symptom that something is off in another system of your physiology. (It can also, though, just be a sleep issue.)


3. However, if you remedy your sleep by taking steps to address all the facets of your health that feed sleep, those benefits flow downstream to enrich every element of your wellness.




In other words, the key to living a longer, healthier life often starts with focusing on sleep. And the road back to bed is paved with getting back into rhythm.


To help you get there, we’ve developed a simple yet powerful approach: Making a series of small shifts in your daily habits, all in the name of resetting your body’s natural clock. For the first time, you will be able to clearly understand your unique rhythms and sleep needs, then curate the ideal regimen that’s perfectly tailored to your body, physiology, and lifestyle. And to help you see quick, promising results, we’ve also included The Reset—a quick, (relatively) painless, whole-system refresh. By essentially pushing the restart button on your internal clock, you’ll immediately see the positive association between the choices you make and your sleep.


Ultimately, this guide is yours to take with you for the rest of your life. It is here to help you navigate your own evolving sleep needs, as well as those of your children and parents (check out “Sleep Through the Ages” here—it will likely surprise you). This book is here for you to revisit when you need the occasional rhythm reset or you encounter an issue—like sleep apnea, jet lag, or having a newborn—that needs troubleshooting. By developing and sticking to your own sleep protocol, you’ll be taking important steps toward not only improving your sleep health, but also eating better, functioning better, and chilling out more. And as a result, you’ll be unlocking a (long) lifetime of dynamic energy, boundless creativity, resilient wellness, and of course, many, many sweet dreams.


MEET YOUR SLEEP-BETTER SUPPORT TEAM


We both like to think of ourselves as professionals in making people’s lives a little bit easier, a little bit healthier, and certainly more enjoyable.


For Frank, a doctor of functional and integrative medicine, that’s meant over forty years of offering his clients powerful, simple habit changes as a prescription versus popping a pill (and another and another). Instead of medicating away the symptoms, these shifts put his patients in touch with their natural rhythms, which in turn addresses the underlying cause of their symptoms. With a background in traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) as well, Frank’s approach to treating patients is less like that of a mechanic and more like that of a gardener. The mechanic-like Western-medicine MO is typically to find the broken part, then fix it (medicate it) or remove it (operate on it). Whereas in TCM, the goal is for the patient, like a plant, to flourish and grow. If the leaves are turning yellow, you don’t just remove them or paint them green—you look to see if the roots are being impinged, if the soil is nutrient-rich enough, if the plant is getting enough sun, water, etc. It’s looking at the underlying issues that are resulting in the problem. Now he’s turning his attention to sleep as both the symptom and a root cause of sub-optimal health. And as a member of the Casper Sleep Advisory Board, he’s helping many more frustrated sleepers—in addition to the Casper staff—get the sleep education they want and need to make their lives even better.


His sleep superpowers: Giving you all the information you need (including up-to-the-minute studies and research) but in a way that doesn’t require a medical degree to understand, along with a doctor-approved protocol for how to feel better right now.


Neil is the son of a sleep doctor and the cofounder of Casper, a company focused on revolutionizing how people think about sleep and invest in their nighttime habits. His mission has been to give people some of the most important tools for making life better, from pillows that eliminate aches and pains, to lamps that automatically dim and encourage your body’s wind-down response, to mattresses, which should be to sleep what Nikes are to running—they should make you feel like you could conquer the world! He and his team are also at the forefront of creating a culture where sleep can seem like less of a have-to and more of a can’t-wait-to. In addition to creating the Casper Sleep Advisory Board, which is made up of some of the most prominent experts on wellness and sleep (including Frank) and advises the team and Casper customers on the latest innovations and theories regarding superior z’s, the Casper team also walks the walk. They are the front-line guinea pigs putting their gear and recommendations to the test, making sure that what they’re offering actually works. In fact, they were the first subjects for The Reset, which you’ll learn more about in Chapter 10.


And maybe most important, Neil has been where you are! His need to address his own sleep issues (namely still feeling exhausted, even after a seemingly full night’s sleep) is what ultimately brought him to Frank. Together, they examined Neil’s habits: too much caffeine during the day and too late in the afternoon, late meals owing to work or social outings, unpredictable sleep and wake times, and way too much stress. The result was basically ongoing jet lag, or as Frank described it, being “out of rhythm.” To get back into rhythm, Neil had to reassess which habits were actively stealing from his sleep (all that caffeine, late-night meals and snacking, not managing his stress, variable bedtimes, falling asleep in front of the TV) and to adopt more beneficial behaviors (switching to half-caf Americanos, yoga, meditation, moving the TV out of his room, adding supplements like CBD and magnesium). He had to look at his exercise, his diet, and his lifestyle in a whole new way in order to understand the 24-hour cycle of sleep. The stress didn’t magically disappear, and his evening obligations couldn’t always be rescheduled, but what he could change, he did. The result? Better sleep!


His sleep superpowers: Using his expansive knowledge about the latest gear and gadgets to help you get a better night’s sleep, along with a been-there-done-that sensibility from someone who’s been in the trenches of less-than-stellar sleep.


TIME FOR SOME REAL TALK


If you’re going to unlock the next-level health-enhancing, life-lengthening, all-around-optimizing benefits of sleep, then you’re going to have to start treating a good night’s rest like it matters. Because it does—a lot. And nothing illustrates the incredible power of sleep more starkly than seeing what happens when you don’t get enough. Sleep deprivation, which kicks in after even just one night of getting less than you need, affects every single one of your major organ systems, from your heart to your brain to your immune system. It negatively impacts how well you learn, how clearly you think, how gracefully you age, how well you fend off illness, your mood, your ability to get in the mood, and your weight. Sleep deprivation is a proven risk factor for Alzheimer’s, cancer, heart disease, heart attack/failure, stroke, diabetes, depression, anxiety, and obesity.


In fact, not getting enough sleep can harm your very DNA, the blueprint from which everything in your body is made. Researchers observed in sleep-deprived study participants that their DNA produced fewer “repair genes” and more DNA “breaks.” That means that they had fewer genes that can correct potentially harmful mutations as cells in the body duplicate, as well as more damage in the DNA. This is further evidence that lack of quality sleep is a contributing factor to cancer as well as cardiovascular, metabolic, and neurodegenerative diseases.1


Sleep really is a matter of life and death. In a 2007 study, British researchers revealed how sleep patterns affected their 10,000 subjects, whom they had observed over twenty years. The results were clear: Those who skimped on sleep nearly doubled their risk of death from all causes (though particularly cardiovascular disease).2 And not to pile on, but according to new research published by the Journal of the American Heart Association, if you’re already dealing with chronic disease like high blood pressure, type 2 diabetes, heart disease, or stroke, then you’re at an even higher risk for cancer and early death if you’re not getting sufficient sleep.3


So let’s just all agree on one thing: Better sleep = a better life.


LEARNING HOW TO SLEEP BETTER DOESN’T HAVE TO BE A SNOOZE


Thanks to the feedback we’ve gotten from our patients, clients, coworkers, friends, and family, we’ve dedicated this book to simplicity—because no one wants or needs another dense, complicated, research-heavy book about sleep. (Though, we’d argue that trying to read said book could be a potential sleep-inducing solution…) But seriously, getting better sleep shouldn’t be boring. And it definitely shouldn’t be difficult. Though, it made us wonder: If sleep’s so important, why aren’t more people getting the rest they need? The way we see it, there’s a few things standing in the way:




[image: image] There’s a ton of information out there—and it’s not exactly bedtime reading. It’s overwhelming and it’s difficult to understand. Plus, what’s the last thing you want to do when you’re exhausted and not functioning optimally? Slog through dense chapters full of scientific research. It’s fascinating and important, but we think the information you need to start feeling better should be distilled into highly digestible, compulsively readable, and bite-sized pieces accompanied by usable, actionable advice. Will we include some research? Yes. Will it require you to put down your phone for a minute and pay attention? Yes. But do we promise to keep it short and sweet? Absolutely.


[image: image] Sleep has become a chore. It’s yet another thing on the seemingly endless list of things you “should” be doing to feel better. Instead of being part of a natural rhythm that you seamlessly drift into at the end of the day, it feels like something that is being wedged in between work obligations, kids’ bedtime routines, and social engagements. So you figure, “Why not just pop a pill?” That, unfortunately, not only negatively affects your overall health but also damages your sleep wellness in the longterm. We want you to feel like you get to sleep. When the body’s natural rhythms are reset—meaning you’re eating, moving, and living in a way that supports the cycles that govern sleep all day long (something we’ll be talking about much more in a bit)—sleep will come easily and naturally.


[image: image] It’s tough to know which new habits will work best for you—or how to gauge if they’re working. If you want to learn how to exercise in a way that works best for your body, health needs, and personal interests, you can hire a personal trainer. If you want to adopt a new way of eating that is both impactful and realistic for your life, you can hire a nutritionist. But for sleep, most experts still apply too wide a range of advice to too wide a range of people. Your own unique sleep protocol should be a reflection of your unique rhythm, taking into account your age, physiology, lifestyle, and preferences. And just like with fitness, there are now tools to actively track sleep as a metric.


You don’t want to give up the things you enjoy. If it were easy to live like monks in the name of getting better sleep, everyone would be doing it. But that’s just not how the world works. No one wants to commit to a life full of restrictions. That’s why we have developed a program that’s tailored to your own preferences and needs—social life and guilty pleasures included. Then, by monitoring your own progress using sleep-tracking methodology or a good old-fashioned pen-and-paper sleep log, you’ll be able to see how the choices you make throughout the day either help or hurt your sleep patterns—so you can ultimately make the best choices for yourself, not us. And know how to get back on track when you fall off the wagon.


[image: image] There is no one-sleep-fits-all solution. “Tell me how to sleep!” is one of the most common pleas Frank hears in his practice. And yet, in all of his forty years as a doctor he has confirmed, by treating thousands of patients with varying degrees and types of sleep deprivation, that there is no one single, universal recommendation. And that’s because of a few things:




1. There’s not one “perfect” amount of sleep.


2. Each of our bodies is different.


3. There are a number of lifestyle factors that affect our sleep, and they don’t just occur at night.







But while there may not be one universal solution, there is one frequent cause of not-great sleep: That’s right, being out of rhythm. So in this book we’ll be walking you through each of the factors that may be throwing you out of rhythm, including when and what you eat, how and when you move, how you handle stress, and how and when you nap. We’ll also be looking at all the physiological factors that influence rhythm—things like your age, gut health, hormones, and even genes can make a difference. Your ideal sleep protocol will most likely look different than your partner’s, your parents’, or even your peers’—and that’s normal. By helping you figure out how to listen to your own body and examine your existing habits, we’ll help you figure out the right amount of sleep for you and the best way to get there—backed by your own individual results.
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CHAPTER 1



GETTING IN RHYTHM WITH REST


We have gotten very good at believing that we get to make our own rhythms, independent from nature’s. We live a fast-paced, 24-7 lifestyle (usually indoors under artificial lighting) before trying to go to sleep at whatever hour we can (usually too late and with more artificial lighting from screens, LED and fluorescent lights, etc.). We work long hours, never getting a break from our in-boxes, newsfeeds, phone calls, and virtual meetings, and we are constantly juggling obligations to our children, friends, and family, all the while being bombarded by other stressors. We are under-slept and overtired, and when we wake up in the morning, the cycle begins again. If we burn out, no biggie—there’s a drug for that. Same goes for any health side effects we may experience, such as energy slumps, blood pressure spikes, hormonal imbalance, mood swings, decreased libido, or increased anxiety and depression. Our lives don’t seem so abnormal because everyone around us is living the exact same way and experiencing the same symptoms.


What we all have in common, and what Frank sees in almost every single one of his patients, is that we are sorely out of sync with our environment. We are out of rhythm. It’s what we call cultural arrhythmia. And in order to solve your sleep issues—in addition to virtually all your other health-related concerns—we need to remedy that.


Think about the last time you experienced jet lag—and how much it sucks (medically speaking, of course). You get tired easily, feel sluggish, and struggle to concentrate or think clearly. Your body aches, you have trouble sleeping, and you may even have digestive issues. Unfortunately, this phenomenon isn’t isolated to far-flung travel. Many of us are putting these rhythms to the test every single day and feeling as though we constantly have jet lag.


In daily life, we fall out of sync because we consistently give our bodies the wrong cues by:




[image: image] paying more attention to the clocks on our phones than the clocks in our bodies


[image: image] eating the wrong foods at the wrong times


[image: image] ingesting rhythm-altering substances (like caffeine, nicotine, and alcohol)


[image: image] exercising at the wrong times (or not at all)


[image: image] being perpetually stressed


[image: image] not spending enough time just relaxing


[image: image] not getting enough natural light during the day


[image: image] getting too much artificial light around the clock


[image: image] not having consistent daily habits (especially not going to sleep and waking up at the same time, including the weekends)


[image: image] getting too little or poor sleep (shocker, we know)




All of this adds up to disrupted sleep patterns. And when your sleep is off, so are the rest of your body’s functions. That’s why there’s more to getting the rest you need than simply going to bed earlier or waking up later.





RHYTHM IN THE TIME OF PANDEMIC



The Covid-19 pandemic has been a profound rhythm disruptor for billions of people. Due to our experiences of dramatic shifts in schedule, working from home, job loss, looking after children or other family members all day, social isolation, emotional disturbance, and significant amounts of stress will send long-lasting shockwaves through our sleep-wake patterns and sleep hygiene. The recommendations in this book are well suited to help you recognize and navigate these shifts in your life. We also recommend checking out a free app called Social Rhythms, which was created by scientists at the University of Michigan. This tracking software not only helps the scientists collect more data about how our biological clocks have responded to lockdown, but it also allows users to see their own sleep-wake patterns emerge. We’ll talk more about how tracking can be an enormous sleep-better tool here (“Tracking Your Progress with Sleep Tech”), but suffice it to say that as big fans of data, we think the more information you can collect about your sleep habits, the better.





DOES YOUR RHYTHM NEED A RESET?


If you answer yes to three or more of the questions below, your body is most likely asking to be resynchronized with its most natural rhythms, beginning with sleep:




[image: image] Do you wake up in the morning and not feel refreshed?


[image: image] Do you feel unusually tired most of the time?


[image: image] Do you need coffee, soda, or sugary snacks to get going and keep going?


[image: image] Although you feel physically exhausted, does your mind continue to race?
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[image: image] Do you feel as if you are aging too quickly?


[image: image] Do you have gas, bloating, constipation, and/or indigestion?


[image: image] Is it a struggle to lose weight in spite of eating well and exercising?


[image: image] Do you have achy muscles and/or joints or tension in your body—particularly your neck and shoulders?


[image: image] Do you have a diminished sex drive?


[image: image] Do you often feel depressed or have trouble concentrating, focusing, and remembering things?


[image: image] Have you found that little or nothing seems to rejuvenate you?


[image: image] Do you lack motivation to accomplish even small tasks?


[image: image] Do you find that you get sick more frequently and that it takes longer to recover?




DAY AND NIGHT: THE RHYTHM MAKERS


The path to a good night’s rest begins with this basic understanding: There are fundamental biological laws that are bigger than you, more pressing than social obligations and work responsibilities, and more powerful than advancements in Western medicine.


These biological laws were written way back when our ancestors were living in caves and huts, waking with the sun, exerting themselves in spurts, eating what was growing seasonally, and resting as the sky grew dark. Our lives may have changed, but our DNA has not. So when you don’t follow these laws, your body will become confused, dysfunctional, and ultimately sick.


These biological “rules” are governed by your Master Clock, which is sometimes referred to as your “sleep-wake cycle.” The Master Clock’s scientific name is the suprachiasmatic nucleus (SCN), which resides at the base of the brain in the hypothalamus. All you need to know is that the Master Clock is an all-powerful internal gauge that coordinates your circadian rhythms. These are the physical, mental, and behavioral changes in your body that follow a daily cycle.


So the rhythms dictated by your Master Clock tell your body




when to sleep


when to wake up


when to eat


when to exert




The Master Clock is essentially a pacemaker for the body, coordinating all your systems on a continuous twenty-four-hour loop. To do this, it uses information from your environment in order to sync up with it. And the primary piece of information it uses to do this? Light. Because your body was originally programmed to sleep when it’s dark and to be awake when it’s light.


Using information from light-detecting cells in your eyes (even when they’re closed!), the Master Clock is constantly monitoring the duration and brightness of light—day and night. Depending on this feedback, the Master Clock uses hormones and neurotransmitters (chemical messengers) to cue rhythms throughout the body.


Here’s how it looks:




[image: image] At first light, the Master Clock taps all the functions that get us going for the day: our hormones rev up to stimulate our metabolism, our body temperature rises, our muscles are primed for movement, and our brain function clicks into focus.


[image: image] As darkness falls, the Master Clock prepares us for sleep: the body cools down, digestion enters rest-and-repair mode, and the brain begins its nightly detox regimen, clearing out all of the by-products produced during the day from an active mind, as well as consolidating and storing memories.







Sleep Is Not Just a Nighttime Activity


Looking at the entire 24-hour circadian cycle raises a crucial point about sleep and rhythm: Sleep wellness is not just about what you do at night. While, yes, your nighttime behaviors do make a big difference in how well you sleep, getting back into rhythm means tending to your habits throughout the day. Your Master Clock is continuously running, continuously taking in information, and continuously and cumulatively calibrating. An action that throws off your rhythm at one point in the day is going to cause a domino effect throughout the other smaller rhythms that eventually throws off the entire cycle. That’s why the new sleep-strengthening habits we’ll be introducing are meant to be incorporated all day long. We know which times of day are best for supporting things like digestion, focus, and exertion, so we’ll include a key for which time of day is best for plugging in those new habits. As you begin to properly support your body’s functions on a twenty-four-hour basis, you’ll see a clear improvement in your sleep and overall wellness.





Your Master Clock oversees more than 100 different circadian rhythms, or twenty-four-hour cycles, throughout your body. For example: the cycle in your gut regulates hunger and digestion, the cycle in your brain controls mental alertness and mood, and the cycle in your lungs affects your breathing. Blood pressure, body temperature, hormone levels, heart rate—every function of your body down to the cellular level has its own unique rhythm, but they are all managed (directly and indirectly) by the Master Clock. And these functions, including sleep, need to be kept in sync in order to achieve optimal wellness.


Each of these different functions peak at different times of the day so that they can perform optimally without overwhelming the body. This is why at certain windows throughout the day your body performs or feels differently. Between 10 a.m. and 12 p.m. you may feel better able to focus or have more energy for a workout, but between 2 p.m. and 4 p.m. you might be ready for a nap. There is, like all things that nature has programmed, a logical rhythm to this delicate ebb and flow—and you can connect to it once again. As you clear out the “noise” of being out of rhythm, you’ll be able to tune in to what your body needs and when, whether it’s a meal, a jog, a mind-clearing break, or a short rest.


MELATONIN AND CORTISOL: THE RHYTHM KEEPERS


At the center of our sleep-wake choreography are two major players: the hormones and chemical messengers melatonin and cortisol.


As daylight begins to dim and your Master Clock detects the decrease in light, it increases the production of melatonin. This hormone is nature’s sleep aid. And by that we’re talking about the pure stuff, not the manufactured kind you find on shelves in the pharmacy, which we’ll talk more about here (“Melatonin: Make It, Don’t Fake It”). In a perfect, well-rested world, the production of melatonin would cue you to start winding down and head to bed.


When melatonin levels in your body rise, cortisol begins to recede. Cortisol is melatonin’s daytime counterpart, promoting alertness, boosting energy, regulating blood pressure, aiding digestion, and increasing blood sugar (actually a good thing in moderation). However, cortisol is also your body’s main stress hormone and is released whenever your brain perceives stress—whether it’s an actual threat, like getting sick or the effects of global warming, or what we perceive as threats on a daily basis, like work-related e-mail or congested traffic. So you can probably see why increased stress—and therefore cortisol—has such a damaging effect on your sleep, and by extension, your health. But more on that later.


As your cortisol levels (ideally) dip, your energy levels also begin to slow. Once it’s fully dark, your body consistently and rhythmically secretes more melatonin with the goal of keeping you asleep so your body can conduct its crucial nightly refresh and repair. Your body needs this time to perform functions like flush and detox the brain, consolidate memories and information, decrease blood pressure, and make more immune cells, which is why melatonin does much more than act as a simple sleep cue. It’s also a necessary conductor, coordinating important metabolic functions and keeping your rhythm train running on time.


Then, as the sky brightens in the morning, light-sensor cells detect light from the sun, melatonin secretion stops, and cortisol begins rising once again to get you moving for the day.





WHAT’S MESSING WITH YOUR MELATONIN?



Unfortunately, your Master Clock can be fooled into thinking it’s not the right time to release melatonin or into not secreting enough. In fact, because of our modern lifestyles, most of us are guilty of tampering with our biological clocks, with the result being bodies that don’t know when to go to bed. When that happens, you have a recipe for a sleep-wake cycle that is chronically out of whack. The most common ways we do this are:




[image: image] Too much artificial light: Electricity wasn’t exactly around yet when your body’s blueprint was invented, so it makes sense that your Master Clock hasn’t gotten the memo that artificial light from light bulbs and device screens does not equal sunlight. Since your brain still believes that light=day, exposing your Master Clock to too much artificial light is the number one way that people throw off their sleep-wake cycle, making overall sleep time shorter and/or harder to come by.


[image: image] Too little natural light: If you’re not exposed to natural sunlight during the day—which, sadly, most of us aren’t as a result of office buildings or bedrooms-turned-offices—that, too, is going to throw off the rhythmic secretions of melatonin, because the sun is what helps our Master Clock synchronize to the day-night cycle.


[image: image] Too much cortisol: As we mentioned earlier, if your body is secreting more cortisol than is optimal—because of things like unrelenting stress, eating a diet high in sugar, or even exercising too late in the evening—then it starts to affect the delicate waltz between melatonin and cortisol production.


[image: image] Too little consistency: Your Master Clock was made to call the shots. So if you’re overriding the system by eating meals at irregular times and, even more detrimentally, going to bed at irregular times—a phenomenon known as social jet lag, which we’ll be spending a lot of time on in a bit—then you are single-handedly messing with the rhythm that nature intended, and as a result, your melatonin production won’t be able to keep up.
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