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“O sleep, O gentle sleep.


I thought gratefully,


Nature’s gentle nurse!”


—Elizabeth Kenny,


Australian nurse and health


administrator (1880–1952)
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INTRODUCTION


Let’s start with a simple question: How’d you sleep last night? I’ll venture a guess that you probably mumbled “fine” in response, shrugged your shoulders, and took yet another sip of coffee. But I bet that sleeping “fine” isn’t cutting it—not for your health, productivity, or relationships.


Perhaps “fine” means that you got a decent night’s sleep—seven hours or so—with a few wake-ups or bathroom visits along the way. Actually, come to think of it, it was probably more like five or six hours.


Or maybe you got in bed early, but after a few minutes of tossing and turning, you reached for your phone and started scrolling through social media and video clips until the early morning hours. Or perhaps you’ve been traveling across multiple time zones, which can make it nearly impossible to fall asleep at an appropriate time, no matter how tired you might feel. Whatever your typical nighttime routine looks like, it’s probably not really “fine,” is it? After all, you did pick up this book.


I can relate. I too have experienced years of frustrating, fragmented, and fitful nights of sleep. In those days, I felt irritable, anxious, and distracted—just a few of the inevitable side effects of sleeplessness. Every day, around 3 p.m., whether I was at my desk or at home, a sense of heaviness and fatigue would set in, and it was all I could do to keep my eyes open. Sometimes, I didn’t. (My apologies to my coworkers; it wasn’t you—it was me.) I began to feel hopeless and burned out; I’d lost the energy to do things that brought me joy.


Put simply, I was exhausted—and it affected my entire life. But, like you, I was far from alone. Most people around the world aren’t getting enough sleep. In fact, two out of three adults in all developed nations don’t obtain the recommended eight hours of sleep per night, and our collective inability to catch sufficient shut-eye has become such an issue for our health and well-being that the World Health Organization (WHO) has declared a sleep-loss “epidemic.”


What’s more, countries where the average time people sleep has declined most dramatically over the past century—including the US, the UK, Japan, South Korea, and several countries in western Europe—have also witnessed an increase in rates of physical disease and mental disorders as a result of insufficient sleep. Forget our common humanity, it’s sleep deficiency that seems to be the international currency that unites us around the world. While the causes may be varied and complex, we all simply want to sleep.


The good news? We can.


It is possible to get a good night’s rest, without resorting to expensive medications that knock you out into oblivion. It is possible to feel rested and alert, not weary and drowsy, when you wake up in the morning.


It’s all possible, thanks to melatonin, a hormone that our bodies create naturally. We just have to learn how to harness its power, nurture its production, and if necessary, how to supplement it.


In the following pages, I’ll introduce you to the melatonin your body produces as well as the supplement. I’ll elucidate how both can help you fall asleep and bestow numerous other health benefits.


But there’s a catch. (There’s always a catch!) Melatonin alone isn’t enough to improve your sleep (nor your life) permanently. That’s why this book will also cover the importance of sleep hygiene as well as bedtime routines and how to figure out which one works best for you. Finally, you’ll find delicious recipes that are simple to make—and that can help deliver you to dreamland, quickly and calmly.


The information in this book has the potential to change your life—just as it has changed mine. Today, I no longer find myself dozing off or losing concentration every afternoon. I don’t dread the sound of my alarm in the morning. I’ve lost the weight I could never shake, transformed my relationships, and skyrocketed to success in my career. All thanks to knowing the secrets of sleep—and the hormone that controls it.


If you too would like to feel more energized, healthier, and happier—every day, and all day—keep reading. This book will show you how.
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• CHAPTER ONE •


The Exhaustion Epidemic
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People all over the world suffer from poor sleep—regardless of country, class, or career path. The majority of people (notably, 56 percent in the US and Japan, and 66 percent in Germany) say they don’t catch enough zzz’s during the week, according to a 2013 poll conducted by the National Sleep Foundation.


The same survey also asked participants how often they can say that they had “a good night’s sleep.” In the UK, 11 percent of people said they can never say that. In the US, 20 percent of people said they rarely can, as did 17 percent of people in Canada. Seventy-six percent of Americans reported feeling tired at work many days of the week, while 23 percent said they had problems concentrating during the day due to poor sleep. In fact, with more than 70 million American adults suffering from a sleep disorder, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has declared insufficient sleep to be a public health epidemic.


And it’s not just industrialized nations suffering from sleep issues. In a large-scale survey of more than 18,000 people from 134 countries known as The Rest Test, a shocking 68 percent of people say that they would like to get more rest. That means that most of us—7 out of 10—are living our lives exhausted.


What’s more, an analysis of more than 40,000 adults across developing nations in Africa and Asia also found that an estimated 150 million people were suffering from sleep-related problems. This equals a rate of about 17 percent of the population reporting insomnia and other severe sleep disturbances—nearly the 20 percent found in the general adult population in the West.


The thing is, we haven’t always been so sleep deprived. In 1942, Americans were sleeping an average of 7.9 hours per night, but by 2013, that had dropped to 6.8 hours per night—below the recommended minimum of seven hours for optimal health and well-being. If we used to get more sleep in the past, what’s changed?


 




SLEEP HABITS THROUGHOUT HISTORY


The Neolithic Era (began around 10,000 BCE): Our ancestors likely went to sleep on piles of hay shortly after the sun set to reduce the dangers posed by nocturnal predators.


The Renaissance (1300–1600): During this time of social and artistic advancements, a biphasic sleep pattern—meaning two separate periods of sleep—was common. People would have a “first sleep” about two hours after dusk. Then they’d wake up for one or two hours, during which time they might pray, reflect, have sex, complete chores, or read by candlelight. Then they’d have a “second sleep” for another four hours or so until morning.


The Industrial Revolution (1760–1840): As people started to work long days in factories, biphasic sleep faded out in favor of a single sleep cycle of about eight hours.


Modern Day (1840–present): The invention of the electric lightbulb in the late nineteenth century has vastly impacted our sleep schedules. With more exposure to light late in the evening, we delay the signal from our internal clock telling us it’s time to sleep. (Read more on how light impacts our sleep in chapter 2.)





 



WHY ARE WE SO TIRED?


In order to understand why we’re not sleeping enough, let’s begin by talking about everything we do—besides sleep.


Modern society seems to stimulate us to work more, play more, and socialize more—essentially, do anything but sleep. We wake up, check our email, grab a cup of coffee, rush to the gym (maybe), rush to the office, rush to meetings, and squeeze in social plans or family obligations after work. Then we spend our evenings glued to TV, computer, or phone screens until we finally doze off to dreamland (if we’re lucky).


Today, the lines between work and personal time are blurring. Scratch that, they’ve already blurred beyond recognition. Thanks to our smartphones, being “on call” is no longer reserved just for doctors—we’re all always on call. Our screens are usually the first thing we see in the morning and the last thing we see before we go to sleep. Because of the blue light waves they emit, sleeping with our screens is a serious obstacle, as we’ll discuss in chapter 2.


We also struggle with our personal sleep demons, whether it’s our sleeping environment or the stage of life we’re in. Sleep hygiene (the act of controlling your environment in order to optimize sleep) comes up in more detail in chapter 4, but just a heads up: You’re probably “trying to sleep” all wrong. We’re never taught “how to sleep” in school. And if we bring it up to our doctors, they usually aren’t much help in this area. Research has found that most physicians receive less than two hours of training about the entire field of sleep in their four years of medical education, and that the subject of sleep is woefully underrepresented in medical textbooks.


Surveys also show that more than 60 percent of adults have never been asked about the quality of their sleep by a physician. Fewer than 20 percent have ever initiated such a discussion—despite the fact that it’s one of the most common problems that patients want to address.


All in all, it seems that being busy has become a badge of honor and rest has fallen by the wayside. In the 1800s, the upper class prided themselves on how much leisure time they had. Today, the opposite is true. It’s the number of hours we work—not the amount of downtime we enjoy—that bestows social status, respect, and success.


But there are clear signs that being busy isn’t working out as well as we may think. Consider that a whole new “wellness” industry dedicated to helping people relax has sprung up—from phone-free, digital detox “camps” for adults to meditation studios opening up in cities across the country.


Although we typically have a full sixteen hours each day to “get it all done” (that sounds like a good bit of time, doesn’t it?), it seems we still find ourselves overbooked, overscheduled, and overwhelmed. And as our work, family, and social obligations (and worries) seep into the eight hours that used to be reserved for sleep, the effects are far more harmful than you might imagine.


THE POWER OF SLEEP


At this point, you may still be wondering whether or not insufficient sleep truly needs to be considered a “public health epidemic.” You may think that sounds a bit excessive. You may feel as though a lack of sleep isn’t nearly as bad as smoking cigarettes, taking drugs, or drinking too much alcohol. You’re just a little tired, that’s all.


That thought process does not give sleep its proper due. Sleep plays a starring role in our physical and mental health—and, in effect, our entire lives. Sleep is one of the primary human drives we need to fulfill in order to survive, along with the instincts to eat, drink water, and reproduce. While the purpose of sleep may not be as obvious as why we need to eat or reproduce, for instance, the consequences of ignoring it aren’t very nice. After all, we sleep away about one-third of our lives—and during that time we can’t eat, hunt, learn, work, or reproduce. So, sleep must serve some evolutionary purpose, right?


Indeed it does. While scientists have been studying sleep for millennia, there’s not a single answer to the question of why humans sleep in the first place, although multiple theories have been posed. One of the earliest theories is the adaptive, or evolutionary, theory, which posits that lying still at night during sleep was a survival strategy to avoid predators. This was later disproven as staying aware of our surroundings is a safer strategy for avoiding danger.


Another theory suggests that sleep helps to restore our brain’s energy, since the sleeping brain uses only half the amount of glucose (essentially fuel) as it does when awake. There is also a theory that sleep allows the brain to clear out toxins and “cleanse” itself, while yet another theory says sleep plays a major role in the brain’s ability to learn, store memories, pay attention, and regulate emotions.


Turns out, the question of why we sleep doesn’t have just one simple answer. As Matthew Walker, PhD, writes in Why We Sleep, “We sleep for a rich litany of functions, plural—an abundant constellation of nighttime benefits that service both our brains and our bodies.”


Sleep benefits every single organ in our body, as well as every process within our brain. In order to understand what sleep does for our health, the next few sections will elucidate how a lack of sleep affects our body and mind. You’ll probably be surprised at how far-reaching—and how harmful—the effects of sleep deprivation can be. As W. Chris Winter, board-certified sleep-medicine specialist, puts it in his book, The Sleep Solution, “Long-term poor sleep is like bad cosmetic surgery: risky, costly, and not pretty.”


Sleep and Your Physical Health


Let’s start on an individual level. To put it simply (and starkly), people who don’t get enough sleep are at higher risk for a range of medical conditions—including obesity, diabetes, depression, hypertension, heart disease, and neurodegenerative disorders like Alzheimer’s.


Our brains seem to be the organ most impacted by sleep. Researchers have found it plays a key role in helping promote brain “plasticity,” or the brain’s ability to change and reorganize itself. Plus, decades of sleep research have shown that sleep is largely a “brain-focused phenomenon,” which explains why a lack of sleep is linked to cognitive diseases like Alzheimer’s.


That’s not to say sleep doesn’t affect many other parts of our bodies. If you routinely sleep less than seven hours a night, it can weaken your immune system. The quality of your sleep can predict whether you catch a cold and how severe it is. Some studies suggest that those who get six hours or less of sleep have 50 percent less immunity protection than those who get eight hours per night.


This doesn’t make you more likely to just catch a cold; it also more than doubles your risk of cancer. Emerging research has found a strong link between poor sleep and breast cancer, which encouraged the WHO to classify shift work as a “probable” (or class 2A) carcinogen.


If you sleep poorly, other consequences include an unhealthy heart and a shorter life span. A 2011 study looked at more than half a million men and women across nine countries and found shorter sleep durations were associated with a 45 percent increased risk of developing and/or dying of coronary heart disease within seven to twenty-five years from the start of the study.


A similar relationship was observed in a Japanese study of over four thousand male workers. Those sleeping six hours or less were 400 to 500 percent more likely to suffer one or more cardiac arrests than those sleeping more than six hours. Countless other studies have shown that a lack of shut-eye leads to an increased risk for heart attack, elevated blood pressure, heart failure, and stroke.



Sleep and Your Mental Health



It’s not just your physical heart that’s at risk; your heartfelt emotions are also affected by poor sleep. Lack of sleep intensifies our negative moods, such as anger, hostility, depression, confusion, tension, and sadness, while reducing our positive moods, including alertness and happiness. That means your lack of sleep—and resulting grumpy attitude—may have an unfortunate side effect on your relationships, both at home and at work.


Beyond a bad mood, poor sleep is also associated with chronic mental health problems, including depression and anxiety. In fact, difficulty sleeping is one of the main criteria that mental health professionals use to diagnose depression—that’s how inextricably linked depression is with sleep problems.


Fatigue also has a range of side effects on your work performance. It’s been proven to impair our cognitive capacity, reduce creativity, decrease learning ability and problem solving, impact memory, and lower motivation. Not exactly the formula to get a promotion—or even to keep a steady job.


Sleep and Your Appearance


Sleeping Beauty was clearly onto something. Besides all the internal consequences, a lack of sleep also has plenty of more noticeable complications. (Though a bad mood can certainly be obvious at times!)


As you sleep, your skin produces collagen, which is a protein that helps make your skin strong, plump, and less likely to wrinkle. Blood flow to the skin is also boosted while you snooze, giving you that healthy glow when you get enough sleep—and a drab, dull complexion if you skimp.


Chances are you’ve noticed dark circles around your eyes when you don’t get enough sleep. This occurs because the blood in our faces isn’t flowing as well when we’re tired, so it can pool under our eyes. The thin skin in that area can make this even more apparent. Puffiness around the eyes is another side effect of too little shut-eye, again because the blood isn’t flowing as well as it should.


A lack of sleep can also make us more likely to gain weight, since it affects the hunger hormones ghrelin and leptin. The less sleep we get, the more ghrelin (the hormone that makes us hungry) is produced, while levels of leptin (the hormone that signals us to stop eating) are reduced. That’s why you feel like eating more on days after a restless night’s sleep.


As a double whammy, when you’re tired, your body’s hunger signals are urging you to eat higher-calorie foods—hence the reason bagels, chips, and fries look so appealing when you’re worn out. That’s why long-term sleep deficiency will probably cause you to pack on a few pounds. In fact, a 2015 study showed that when people went to bed one hour later than usual, they gained 2.1 points on their body mass index over time.



SLEEP IN SOCIETY


On a final (and scary) note, sleep deprivation can lead to deadly consequences in a much more immediate way. Feeling sleepy affects not only your reaction time, but also your ability to pay attention and make smart decisions. When people are tired, we’re much more prone to making blunders, such as fatal car accidents or medical mistakes.


Between 2005 and 2009 there was an estimated average of 83,000 crashes each year related to drowsy driving—886 of which were fatal. (Yikes!) Research from the CDC has also found that about one in twenty-five American adults admit to having fallen asleep at the wheel in the previous thirty days. (Double yikes!)


As if that’s not scary enough, the doctors who are supposedly there to help may be making matters worse. Physicians, especially resident physicians, are notorious for working insanely long hours. In America, residents work a whopping eighty hours per week (which is especially rough compared to the UK’s fifty-hour limit) and that’s on top of sleepless nights spent on call.


This can have fatal consequences. One study reported that sleep-deprived surgeons made 20 percent more errors and took 14 percent longer to complete tasks than those who had a full night’s sleep. And obviously, mistakes in the medical field shouldn’t be taken lightly. A report from the Institute of Medicine revealed that medical errors cause between 44,000 and 98,000 deaths a year.


Still convinced that poor sleep isn’t that bad? Consider this: Sleep deprivation is literally torture. Sleep deprivation was first documented as a way to punish prisoners in the fifteenth century. Since then, terrorists and intelligence agents alike have denied sleep to people in an attempt to elicit intel. It was an especially favored tactic of the KGB and the Japanese during World War II.



SOME GOOD NEWS


After that downer of a section, here’s a positive news flash: Your sleep deficiency can be reversed. Although it won’t happen overnight (pun intended), you can catch up on sleep, repay your sleep debt, and improve your health by learning the best practices for better zzz’s.


While not getting enough sleep is bad, getting good sleep can be truly life changing. Below are the major benefits that good sleep can have on your health:


• It helps your brain store memories, cement new memories and recently learned skills, and even work out logical decisions.


• It’s crucial for your heart health and your cardiovascular system, and it helps lower blood pressure.


• It helps to recalibrate and balance your emotional health.


• It restores your immune system, helping prevent illness and infection.


• It helps to fine-tune the balance of insulin and glucose.


• It regulates your appetite and controls your body weight.


In sum, as author and coach Brad Stulberg puts it, “If you could bottle up sleep and sell it as a performance-enhancing drug it would be a billion-dollar blockbuster.” Melatonin might just be the next best thing—and I’ll show you why, coming up next.
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