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Foreword


Everyone experiences sleep problems at some time during their life. Often they’re short-lived, caused by fleeting issues such as jet lag, worry about a job interview or driving test, for example. But sleeplessness that’s a result of ongoing problems such as work stress, for instance, may last for weeks and, if not tackled, can become a long-term condition that interferes with your quality of life.


Lack of sleep is also bad for your health. Research consistently shows that people who sleep soundly for seven to eight hours at a time have the lowest risk of high blood pressure, heart disease, depression and obesity, and also mount better immune responses against infection.


Adequate sleep may even help you live longer, if a study that followed twenty-one thousand sets of twins for over twenty-two years is to be believed. According to the results, those who achieved the magic seven to eight hours’ sleep per night lived longer than those who habitually slept for shorter or longer periods.


If sleep eludes you, sleeping tablets are not the answer. Instead, follow the advice in this fabulous book and tackle your sleep problems naturally using diet, lifestyle, cognitive, mindful and other alternative approaches. You’ll be glad to know that doesn’t include the proverbial counting of sheep – far too boring an exercise to distract you from your genuine worries.


I can guarantee you will find numerous sleep-inducing suggestions you’ve never encountered before, at least one of which is bound to work for you.


Dr Sarah Brewer MSc
(NutrMed), MA (Cantab), MB, BChir,
RNutr, MBANT, CNHC
DrSarahBrewer.com
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Introduction


Lights out . . . and there’s almost nothing nicer after a long, demanding day than nestling down under the covers in a comfy bed and drifting off to dreamland.


But if only it were that easy, right?


While for some lucky people, sleep comes pretty soon after their heads hit the pillow, for others, going to bed then struggling to nod off for hours on end can become a nightmare. Especially if it’s happening night after night.


If you’re reading this book, you’re probably having trouble sleeping. I feel for you. There’s nothing nice about lying there, thoughts and worries flooding your mind; or feeling wide awake, wired and irritable, tossing and turning and simply unable to slip into slumber.


But while in the dark wee hours it can often feel like you’re the only person in the world who’s not fast asleep, I can tell you that you’re certainly not alone. Research by the UK’s Sleep Council has found that in today’s fast-paced, high-alert, non-stop culture almost a third of us get poor sleep most nights. Nearly three-quarters of us snooze less than the optimum seven or eight hours, and 12 per cent get less than five. And it can become a wearing long-term predicament if it’s not addressed. Figures show that 35 per cent of us have suffered from sleep problems for more than five years, and a fifth for more than ten. That’s a lot of long, sleepless nights.


Insomnia can wreak havoc on our daytimes too, leaving us feeling exhausted, irritable and unwell. What’s more, it has been linked to a whole host of long-term chronic conditions including type 2 diabetes, heart disease, a propensity to strokes, high blood pressure, obesity and depression.


Yet it’s not all doom and gloom. There are plenty of positive things you can do to improve your sleep. So I’ve trawled through the science of slumber to bring you a huge selection of pick-and-mix tricks and tips to put your body and mind in the best state possible for drifting off peacefully when you head to bed. You may be surprised to learn that everything from having a purpose in life to warming your feet, from what you eat to how you breathe, from how much time you spend outdoors to reframing your thoughts and mindset, can all help to get you off to sleep.


The book is packed with plenty of everyday tricks to try, as well as some weird and wonderful tips – garnered from expert research – that you can take inspiration from. What works for some might not be successful for others, so be prepared to have a go and experiment!


Sleeping well can help change your life for the better. You’ll feel more energetic, optimistic, happier and healthier when you’ve ditched the bad old habits that for too long have stopped you from nodding off. Remember, everyone can sleep. It’s just a matter of finding out what works best for you to lure you into a long, peaceful slumber. The tips in this book will help you fall in love with falling asleep again – with little effort, no stress and a free mind.


I hope you find the magic to help you enjoy peaceful, sleepful nights thanks to some of these sleep tricks.


Sweet dreams.
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Before-bed Wind-down Tips
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You can’t expect your body or your mind to switch off and transition from full on, fast and frantic to fully relaxed and fast asleep in seconds. You need to give yourself a window in the evening in which to gradually unwind and ease yourself into peaceful tranquillity. These stratagems will help steer you from tense and edgy to calm and composed, so when you lie down you’ve left the tensions of the day behind you and are already feeling laid back. All of which will make it easier to drift off to dreamland.


Turn off tech’s blue light


Any type of bright light will hinder the production of the sleep hormone melatonin. But blue light – the type that’s around us outside during the daytime and which is emitted from devices such as your phone, computer screen and tablet – suppresses production the most. In a recent study published in Chronobiology International, researchers from the University of Haifa together with a sleep clinic exposed participants to computer screens that emitted either blue or red light from 9 to 11 p.m., the hours when the pineal gland begins to produce melatonin, to see how this would affect them at bedtime.1


Those who were exposed to blue light produced less melatonin, slept for less and had more disturbed sleep. It was also found that the blue light stopped the body from activating its natural temperature-reducing mechanism – something that happens every night as a signal that it’s time to sleep – and instead maintained a normal temperature throughout the night. After being exposed to red light, however, the body behaved naturally, producing melatonin and reducing its core temperature, leading to better, longer sleep.


The message? Blue light can seriously mess up your zzzzzs. So stop using your electronics two to three hours before bed or use the ‘night shift’ setting on your screens, which emits a yellowish or red light.


Disconnect – stop being
‘social’ before lights-out


Ignore Instagram, switch off Snapchat, turn off Twitter and forgo Facebook well before bedtime. There’s plenty of research linking social media use before bed with poor sleep.2 Why? Because it can drive feelings of inadequacy and anxiety as we compare our lives with what’s going on online – and this sort of mental angst is not conducive to dropping off without a care in the world.


When the Royal Society for Public Health published a report on how social media affects young people’s health and well-being it found that Instagram and Snapchat (both image-focused) came out worst, having negative effects on sleep and body perception and inducing anxiety and a fear of missing out.3 (Instagramxiety, anyone?) When you’re scrolling social sites, the key is to remember that people usually only post pictures where they look good and are having a fun time – or even snaps that are photo-shopped to look ‘perfect’.


The best thing you can do is simply switch off from social media, digitally detox at least a couple of hours before bed-time, and set aside your FOMO to find your own peace – and peace of mind – so you can more easily relax into a sleep-ready state.


And while you’re at it you could try embracing the Japanese concept of ‘wabi-sabi’, which shuns the shallow striving for Instagram and Pinterest perfection and instead embraces imperfection and sees beauty in cracks and flaws – including any wrinkles you may have, your less than honed and toned physique and your ‘lived in’ home that’s nurtured your family for years. There’s more to life . . .


Rock yourself to sleep


We all know that babies find it soothing to be rocked to sleep, and it seems we’re never too old to find being swayed back and forth relaxing. Researchers from the University of Geneva made the interesting discovery that adults who took a nap in a rocking-bed (much like a hammock) fell asleep faster and showed an increase in the type of brainwave activity associated with deep, restful sleep when the bed rocked than when they slept in the bed when it was stationary.4 This suggests that a rocking motion actually helps synchronise brainwave activity into a pattern associated with sleep.


If you haven’t got a hammock to sleep in (and who has?), and as we’re still waiting for rocking-beds to become commercially available, you may want to invest in a rocking-chair for the bedroom, to help lull you to sleep. So you’ll look like Little Red Riding Hood’s granny . . . but who cares if it gets you to sleep, right?!
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Do the double void


If the urge to pop to the loo in the night often wakes you and plays havoc with your sleep, then – as well as avoiding fluids from about two hours before bed – try this trick. When getting ready for bed go to the toilet, but after you’ve finished stay there for thirty seconds, then try to go again. Or go to the toilet, say, just before cleaning your teeth, then try again after you’re undressed, washed and about to get into bed (about ten minutes later).


The technique – called double-voiding – is used to treat overactive bladder, to ensure that it’s completely empty. And it could mean you get less rude night-time awakenings!


Take a bath ninety minutes before bed


Why? Surprisingly it’s not the warmth and cosiness of the hot water that make you sleep, though that’s undoubtedly relaxing. It’s all to do with the drop in your body temperature after you get out of the bath.


Every night, your body’s core temperature needs to fall to induce your brain to pump out the hormone melatonin, triggering sleepiness. When you’re soaking in warm water, blood is coming to the surface of your skin – and when you get out of the bath, those dilated blood vessels rapidly radiate heat from your body’s core, helping your temperature to drop quickly and sending that message to your brain to produce melatonin. A Loughborough University study found that people who took warm baths at 9 p.m. nodded off more quickly and enjoyed more slow-wave deep sleep than those who took baths earlier in the day.5


Wash your hands


No time for a bath or shower before bed? No problem. Washing your hands with warm or cool water can have the same effect. Glabrous (non-hairy) parts of the body, such as the palms of your hands, are great at radiating heat. Though relatively small in area compared to other parts, they contain lots of special vascular structures that help you to lose heat.


After washing your hands, lightly pat the skin without drying it completely; as the water evaporates, heat is dissipated from the skin’s surface, thereby helping to cool your body core.


Ditch the dishwasher


People who are lucky enough to get a perfect night’s sleep, night after night (no less), tend to have one thing in common: they down tools and have a chore curfew at least two hours before bedtime. But if there’s one task you absolutely have to leave until later, then instead of dashing to stack your plates in the dishwasher after dinner, wash them up by hand. Washing dishes in the sink can calm the mind and decrease stress, according to a study by Florida State University.6 But you have to do it ‘mindfully’ – taking time to focus on smelling the detergent and feeling the water temperature on your skin.


People who washed dishes in this way reported a 27 per cent drop in anxiety. So feel free to crack open the kitchen bubbly – the washing up-liquid, that is – before bed!


Don’t go to bed on an argument


We’ve all heard this bit of advice. But now it’s been proved that if you want a good night’s sleep, you need to be on good terms with your other half.


A study published in the journal Social Psychological and Personality Science found that people who felt secure in their relationships experienced less anxiety at bedtime, which led to a better quality of sleep.7 The authors explained that restorative sleep (the high-quality, uninterrupted sleep that’s healing and great for your health) only happens when you feel secure and unthreatened.


When we’re children, we gain this sense of security and safeness from our parents, and when we’re older the role falls to our partners. Hence, the more cared-for and understood we feel, the better we sleep. So, if you’ve had a row, make sure you kiss and make up before bedtime.


Before lights-out, lose yourself in a book


Reading is one of the best and fastest methods to de-stress you at bedtime.


In one study people were given stressful tasks and then told to do one ‘relaxing’ activity: reading, listening to music, having a hot drink or playing a video game. When the stress hormone cortisol in each individual’s blood was measured, it was discovered that the readers’ levels had dropped the most – by 68 per cent.8 And it was a pretty quick fix, too – it took just six minutes immersed in a book to lower their heart rates and ease muscle tension.


It doesn’t matter what type of book you choose – though I would advise against horror, obviously – as long as it captures your imagination and distracts you from any worries that might otherwise stop you nodding off.


[image: Illustration]


Set your alarm – for sleep!


Just as you set your alarm to wake you up in the morning, it’s a good idea to set it in the evening to remind you it’s time to start a ‘dimming-down’ routine.


You can’t expect your body or your mind to simply switch off if you’ve been rushing around or mentally busy just before bedtime. The alarm will help prompt you to make the transition from the daytime activities that keep your brain and body buzzing – work, Facebook, exercise, Internet searching, admin or whatever it may be – to soothing ‘night-time’ activities such as reading, listening to relaxing music and so on. Doing something calming will help slow you down and train your mind to associate restful activities with sleep.


Make sure you choose a soothing alarm tone. Set it for about forty minutes to an hour before your bedtime. Try to ensure you’ve done all the next-day running around you need to (ironing, sorting out school lunch boxes and so on) before the alarm goes off, so there are no last-minute flaps and flusters to interfere with wind-down time. As soon as you turn the alarm off, the first thing you should do is take a few deep breaths. This sends a message to your brain that it’s time to slow down and relax.


Give yourself a face massage


If you’re applying a moisturiser at night, then make a meal of it and give yourself a full-on facial massage.


A study published in Complementary Therapies in Clinical Practice found that women who had a twenty-minute facial massage experienced a drop in systolic blood pressure as well as getting sleepy.9


So, start by applying pressure between your eyebrows, then slide your fingers upward, over and across your forehead, repeating several times. Next, massage from your nose to your cheeks and ears; then from your mouth across to the jawline and finish with your neck, stroking upwards from the collarbone. Bliss.


Fall in love with lavender


Lavender oil is known for its relaxing properties and research has even proved that it can calm you down and coax you to sleep.


A study published in the Journal of the Medical Association of Thailand found that inhaling lavender oil reduced blood pressure and heart rate.10 A further study, from the University of Southampton, showed that people whose rooms had been scented with lavender oil rated the quality of their sleep on average 20 per cent better than those who slept in a room scented with a placebo.11


There are lots of ways you can use lavender oil before bed to help lull you to sleep. Try:




•   Spritzing your pillow with a lavender spray


•   Lighting a lavender-oil burner before bed (then blowing out the candle at lights-out), or using a lavender diffuser


•   Rubbing a couple of drops of lavender oil on your wrists, neck, chest or temples


•   Adding a few drops to a hot flannel and laying it over your face to inhale


•   Using a relaxing lavender bath oil or tying a fresh sprig of lavender to your shower-head. The hot water from the shower will release the plant’s essential oils.





Dim the lights hygge-style


Danes are known for their ‘hygge’ lifestyle – creating cosiness and contentment in their living spaces – and it could go some way to explaining why they always feature high up on the World Happiness Report. Creating hygge in your own home could improve your sleep, too.


How? Part of the way Danes create a comforting and restful atmosphere is by clever use of warm and soothing lighting from candles and low lamps (no garish overhead lights allowed!). Too much exposure to electric light at night stimulates feelings of alertness and stops the natural rise in melatonin production that darkness brings. So, if you do as the Danes do and keep the lights low in your home as the evening progresses, it will send a signal to your brain and body that it’s time to rest.


Try dining by candlelight, use the dimmer switch on your overhead lights or – better still – use lamps with low-wattage dimmable bulbs.


And keep the lights low


So, you’ve dimmed the lights downstairs to prompt your melatonin levels to rise nicely in preparation for sleep. But make sure you don’t ruin the effect when you go upstairs by switching on bright lights in the bathroom while brushing your teeth (and in your bedroom while reading a book). An Australian study revealed that just one hour of bright light was enough to reduce night-time production of melatonin to almost daytime quantities.12


Use low-lit bedside lamps and, if your bathroom lights are dimmable, look at installing a dimmer switch or dimming pull-cord.


Curb binge-watching


Lots of us can’t resist the urge to watch ‘just one more’ episode of that box set before bed.


But binge-watching – the relatively new phenomenon of guzzling episode after episode of a gripping TV series in quick succession – could be stopping us from getting a decent night’s kip. A US and Belgian study published in the Journal of Clinical Sleep Medicine found that serious binge-viewing habits were associated with poor sleep, fatigue and symptoms of insomnia, whereas regular television viewing wasn’t.13 It’s thought that the increased mental stimulation linked to the watchers’ high degree of engagement with such television shows leads to so much pre-sleep arousal that it interferes with the ability to drift off.


Set yourself a strict limit as to how many episodes you watch a night and take a break after each one to rid yourself of the automatic urge to keep on watching.


Legs up the wall


Ask any yoga teacher to suggest poses that might possibly persuade you to fall asleep and the chances are ‘viparita karani’, or legs-up-the-wall, will be high up the list. This posture is thought to trigger the parasympathetic nervous system, helping to slow the heart rate and encourage relaxation. It’s simple to do and doesn’t require too much flexibility.


Start by sitting on the floor with one hip, left or right, against the wall. Then turn your body and, keeping your buttocks close to the wall, bring your legs up onto it while gently lowering your back to the floor. Use a pillow next to the wall or under your hips or lower back to help support you if necessary, and get comfortably into position – nearer or further away from the wall as best suits you, and slightly bending your knees if you need to.


Stay in the position for a few minutes or for as long as you feel comfortable. You can do this in bed with your legs up against the headboard, if that’s practical.


Go into child’s pose


This is another popular yoga pose that can relax both body and mind as well as ease tension in the lower back. You can do this one in bed or on the floor.
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First get into a kneeling position, sitting on your heels, with knees together or hip-distance apart, whichever feels more comfortable.


Next, roll the top half of your body forward until your forehead rests on the bed or floor with arms outstretched in front of you. You can rest your head on a pillow if it’s too much of a strain to come all the way forward.


Hold the pose for as long as comfortable and for a maximum of three minutes, breathing slowly.


Dangle like a rag doll


Stretches like this one, which require no strength and little balance, can calm your mind, release tension and help you wind down for sleep.




•   Standing with your arms raised overhead, begin to fold forward from your hips, reaching down towards your toes, then hang there like a rag doll.


•   Allow all your muscles and your head to hang heavy and feel the tension release from your shoulders. Loosely shake your arms back and forth and soften your knees as much as necessary for your own comfort.


•   Dangle for as long as you feel comfortable, closing your eyes, breathing slowly and letting your thoughts drift.


•   While you’re there, you might like to take a sigh every time you breathe out. Research shows that the act of sighing can actually relieve stress and muscle tension.14 Ahhhhh.





Listen to soothing music


In a study published in the Journal of Advanced Nursing students who listened to relaxing classical music for 45 minutes at bedtime over 3 weeks fell asleep sooner, slept better and for longer and experienced fewer depressive symptoms than those who didn’t.15


If you fancy lying back and listening to some tranquil beats to help you sleep, search out music that’s string-based, with no extreme variations in volume and no repeated melody. This allows your mind to wander dreamily because you’re not anticipating the repeat. Ideally, the music should have around 50–70 beats a minute – the theory is that your heartbeat slows to synchronise with the rhythm.


Feel all tingly


Who knew that listening to someone whisper while they brush their hair could set off your autonomous sensory meridian response (ASMR) and send you to sleep?


Let me explain. ASMR describes a tingling, calming and relaxing sensation that starts at the top of your head and spreads to the neck, spine and shoulders and sometimes the arms and legs too. It’s the feeling you may get when being massaged, for example.


Visual and audio ASMR clips – designed to induce this tingling sensation – are springing up all over the Internet and on YouTube. They feature simple, repetitive, slow, gentle or crisp sounds such as rain falling, whispering, tapping or scratching, or even someone doing calming things such as folding freshly washed towels, flicking through a magazine or brushing their hair.


One study by researchers at Swansea University found that 82 per cent of people who listened to ASMR clips did it to help them sleep, and 98 per cent to help them relax.16 A new study by Sheffield University found that people watching these videos experienced a reduction in heart rate of 3.14 beats a minute.17


So listening to whispering really may be good for your health. It’s certainly a different way to help you get to sleep. And if it’s watching people fold their laundry that lulls you to the Land of Nod, then why not?!


A stroll at sundown?


A Japanese study found that a forest walk improved the slumber of people who usually had difficulty sleeping.18 They dropped off sooner, and slept better and for longer. Furthermore, a late-afternoon walk was more successful in this respect than taking a walk earlier in the day.


This may be to do with the fact that when we’re outdoors and exposed to the natural light of dusk, it helps synchronise our body clocks, making us feel sleepy as darkness falls.


So don’t sit inside under electric light and deprive yourself of outdoor darkness – go for a leisurely walk when the light is fading.


Write a detailed to-do list


Get out a paper and pen before lights-out and jot down what needs doing over the next few days.


Writing a to-do list at bedtime can help you fall asleep faster. A study published in the Journal of Experimental Psychology monitored the sleep of two groups.19 The first was asked to spend five minutes drawing up a list of things they needed to remember to do in the next few days. The other half had to write down tasks they’d completed in the last few days.


Interestingly, the group who wrote the to-do lists fell asleep within about 15 minutes whereas the other group took an average of 25. And the more detailed and specific the person’s list was, the quicker he or she fell asleep.


The researchers surmised that ‘offloading’ on paper the things that have to be done, and the actual act of writing them all down, helps free the mind from responsibility and stops that list from going round and round in your mind as you try to sleep.


So make a list – and be specific and thorough.


Fold forward


This is a nice easy stretch you can do while sitting on the edge of the bed that can prepare you for sleep.


Simply sit, then fold forward at the hips, letting your head and arms dangle gently, and placing your fingers lightly around your ankles to help anchor yourself. Breathing slowly and deeply, stay like this for up to 60 seconds – if at any point, it feels uncomfortable, slowly rise out of the position.


In yoga, any head-below-heart pose, or inversion, such as this one is thought to calm and relax the nervous system.


Rock on your feet


Rocking is known to be relaxing and to promote sleepiness, and if you rock on your feet the movement can also release stress and tension by stimulating acupressure points in the feet.


Try this before you get into bed:




•   Stand straight with your feet shoulder width apart. Now shift your body weight onto your heels, so that your toes lift off the floor.


•   Next, shift your weight onto your toes so that your heels rock off the floor.
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