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				Our 24/7 lifestyle is all about being stimulated, entertained and excited; we expect this as an essential part of living and getting the most out of life. Yet, while most of us acknowledge the importance of good nutrition and regular exercise in allowing us to take advantage of our “always-on” culture, we tend to neglect the other essential ingredient for maintaining a productive and healthy life – sleep. 

				Without a good night’s rest, the negative effects soon pile up. Not only is poor-quality sleep linked to irritability, mood swings, poor concentration, anxiety 
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				and depression, but also weight gain, memory loss, cardiovascular disease, diabetes and reduced immunity to illness. Insufficient sleep is linked to 7 of the 15 leading causes of death in the USA, with the National Institutes of Health estimating that roughly 30% of people have disrupted sleep and 10% have daytime impairment due to poor sleep.

				The good news is that better sleep, in both quality and quantity, can dramatically improve your everyday life, long-term health and future happiness.

				“There is a time for many words, and there is also a time for sleep.”

				Homer, The Odyssey
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				Our lives are governed by a 24-hour internal “clock” called the circadian rhythm, which sets our sleep and wake patterns, ruling everything from hormone production to when we feel like going to bed. 

				We are all at our most sleepy in the early hours of the morning and again in the early afternoon, which might be why work can seem like such a chore just after lunch.
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				The circadian rhythm doesn’t work alone, however; it also works with light, which is why a streetlight invading your bedroom can make it hard to sleep – you might know it’s night-time, but your biology can’t tell the difference between electricity and the sun. 

				Our internal clock starts gently telling our body, a few hours before bed, that sleep is approaching by releasing the hormone melatonin. In the morning, our internal clock prepares us for the new day by releasing the stress hormone cortisol into the bloodstream. 
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				Sleep has two main states – REM (Rapid Eye Movement) and non-REM. Non-REM sleep has four stages that take you into your first hour of your sleep cycle. 
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				stage one is about 10 minutes long and comprises light sleep. The muscles relax and the brainwave patterns begin to slow down. 

				During this stage you are very easy to wake, and as it begins, you may have that sensation of “nodding off”, with little rouses into consciousness. 

				stage two lasts 10–15 minutes and you are still in the “entering” stage of sleep, but it would take a louder noise or firmer prod to rouse you.
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				stage three is a deep sleep in which your brainwaves slow and your heart rate and blood pressure fall. Your breathing becomes slow and regular. 

				You will need a ringing phone, shouting or shaking to bring you back to the waking world, which would find you groggy and disorientated and probably not very happy!
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				stage four is even deeper. Your muscles are now totally relaxed and you are difficult to wake up – an onlooker might be tempted to use the phrase “dead to the world”. 

				It is during the deep stage that your body carries out its repair work and fights any illness or damage. 

				This is the sleep that truly refreshes us. 
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