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Turn Off 
YOur TOssing
Sleep is essential to our wellbeing. We often find that 

the lack or excess of shut eye may make us groggy, 
tired, or just unable to perform to our best ability. Not 

only is our physical health impacted by the quantity 
and quality of sleep, but moreover, those multiple 

zzz’s can also have positive or adverse effects on our 
mental health. By Mira Khreino

sleep duration changes 
throughout our life cycle. As 
babies we need to sleep most 
of  the time, and this gradually 
decreases to napping during 

the day as toddlers, to ridding ourselves 
of  these afternoon naps as we grow older 
in order to increase our productivity; then 
in our old age we revert back to these 
mid-day siestas and “turn in” at earlier 
times. Typically, the average adult sleeps 
between seven or eight hours (some less) a 
night, and this results in a productive and 
efficient adult during waking hours.

A good 
laugh and 
a night’s 

sleep are the 
best cures in 
the doctor’s book. 

– Irish Proverb

STaying well
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told, sleep before an interview or an exam, 
not only to be fresh and alert but to also 
retain what’s been revised or leaned the 
days prior). Our immune system is also 
strengthened with regular sleep, and we 
usually are more immune to colds if  we 
treat our body to a good night’s rest.
 
Causes Of  Sleeping Difficulties
We all experience stressful life events 
which can impact our sleep. These are 
usually temporary, and even though that 
week of  very little sleep might seem like 
a lifetime, the body soon goes back to its 
regular pattern. However, some people 
may experience a significant length of  
time without sleep. The body then feels 
you “owe” it a reserve of  sleep that has 
not been paid. This “sleep debt” can be 
the cause of  a lower immune system, 
hormonal and metabolism changes, as 
well as fatigue, diminishment of  hand-eye 
co-ordination, decrease in mental capacity, 
and irritability. Just like an eager lone-
shark, your body will start demanding this 
debt be re-paid, with interest. The longer 
you leave it waiting the more challenge 
you are to face. If  this debt is left for an 
extended period of  time, the results could 
be detrimental. These include depression, 
anxiety, and in some cases paranoia. Please 
note: if  you are experiencing any of  these 
symptoms, please do not automatically 
place blame on lack of  sleep. Rather, seek 
professional advice, as contributing factors 
may include a variety of  other causes. 

Reasons behind lack of  sleep can vary 
greatly from person to person. On a 
practical level we may feel uncomfortable 
physically due to an illness or health 
condition. On the other hand, we might 
have ingested a stimulant such as caffeine 
or nicotine before bedtime that has kept 
us up. We may even feel a mal-ease with 
our physical environment, not quiet, 
dark, or warm enough. Other less known 
factors may include vigorous physical 
exercise before bedtime. Exercise produces 
adrenaline, and its presence in the body 
takes 1.5 hours to return to its pre-exercise 
state, leaving us feeling pumped up as 
opposed to feeling tired and ready for 
bed. In addition, eating a large meal 
soon before sleep might delay sleep. After 
food, the body is determined to start 
processing and burning off  the food. Food 
is essentially turned into usable energy that 
not only feeds the body, but activates the 
brain, hence the mind. It is for this reason 
we often hear of  people getting nightmares 
when sleeping directly after a large meal. 
Moreover, it has been found that people 
who nap late in the afternoon, for example 
after work, find it more difficult to fall 
asleep come bedtime. 

So, Why Is Sleep So Important?
When talking of  sleep here, we are not 
referring to the 15 minutes of  dozing 
off  we can sneak before rushing and 
running around. I am essentially talking 
about our main stretch of  sleep, during 
which both deep sleep and REM (rapid 
eye movement) sleep occur. Deep sleep 
is the time we are at our most restful and 
is usually experienced earlier on in the 
sleep session. In REM sleep, our brains 
are busy processing information from 
days past, information that is usually 
put on the mental back burner in order 

All men, whilst they 
are awake, are in one 

common world: but each 
of them, when asleep, is in 

a world of his own.
- Plato

to carry out our tasks and our activities 
of  daily living. Dreams are a result of  
this mentally active phase, and occur 
typically closer to mornings. These stages 
alternate, and each typically lasts for 
around an hour and a half. 

So why is sleep so important? What is 
happening to and in the body? I am often 
asked these questions. Not only are we 
giving our brains a rest in deep sleep and 
allowing ourselves to process information 
in REM sleep, but more importantly, the 
body is essentially in a state of  repair. It’s 
repairing every sort of  affliction it may 
have experienced throughout the day, from 
our actions, muscle and bone movements, 
any wear or tear to our bodies, to the 
much more subtle experiences of  our 
days such neuro-chemical and hormonal 
activity within our bodies. 

Our growth hormones are 
predominantly produced during sleep 
(naturally, perhaps without knowing why, 
we tell our little ones to sleep to grow 
strong). People who need more growth 
hormones, such as children, pregnant 
women, and gym bunnies, will need 
longer periods of  sleep in order to produce 
more of  these hormones to meet the 
body’s needs. Seratonin, a brain chemical 
known for its relationship to mood, is 
also co-related with sleep. Acetylcholine, 
which is also abundant in sleep, plays a 
role in memory and the consolidation 
of  information in the brain (again, we’re 

Sleep is the golden 
chain that ties health and 

our bodies together.
-Thomas Dekker
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Anxiety and stress notoriously keep us up 
at night and we end up ruminating over 
their causes, creating a nocturnal mental 
whirlwind instead of  relaxing and winding 
down. We must also be aware that some 
prescription medications can impact our 
sleep, as can some mental and physical 
health conditions including depression and 
sleep apnoea (a constriction in breathing 
during sleep). Along with emotional and 
social changes, trauma, and bereavement, 
these reasons provide the bulk of  
contributing factors to our ability to rest 
well during the night. 

Note: Alcohol (even though often 
thought of  as a sleep aid) can have an 
adverse effect on quality of  sleep. As 
the body processes the alcohol over 
the course of  the night, alcohol levels 
drop. This drop in the system typically 
occurs in the early hours of  the morning, 
resulting in the drinker waking up earlier 
than they had planned. Furthermore, 
drinking regularly may have an adverse 
effect on your body’s natural clock, and 
your habitual sleeping patterns. 

Combating Sleep Problems
To maintain or even establish a good 
sleep pattern there are a few key factors 
to consider. There are many times we get 
into bed and stare at the ceiling, “counting 
sheep”. This may be due to the simple fact 
that we are not tired and neither physically 
nor mentally ready for our nightly retreat. 
What may work well here is to stay out of  
bed until our body actually demands of  us 
to start our slumber. This may mean that 
less time is spent in bed, but more time is 
actually spent asleep. Sleeping later is no 

excuse to waking up later though. In order 
to regulate sleep pattern, make sure you 
get up at your usual time in the morning. 
Do not sleep in because you haven’t slept 
well that night because this has negative 
effects on the overall sleep pattern and 
can do more damage than good, having 
a knock-on effect on future nights. Try to 
wake up at the same time every morning, 
bad night or not. 

When in bed, do not do activities 
that stimulate the mind. These include 
watching TV and using the computer. 
Such activities keep you awake and defy 
the term “going to sleep”. There should be 
a clear message sent to the brain: bedtime 
is just that and not a time to do the things 
that we do during our waking hours. The 
same thing goes for being in bed and not 
falling asleep. If  you have been awake for 
30 minutes and are struggling to sleep, 
then don’t lay awake under the sheets. 
Do not spend your time worrying about 
not being able to sleep, as this counteracts 
the much sought-after sedation required. 
Get out of  bed, actually get out of  the 
bedroom as a whole, go to another room 
and do something relaxing; this may 
include listening to music, rubbing your 
feet, or whatever you may find calming. 
The important thing is these wakeful 
activities are done out of  bed and the 
bedroom. And then, when fatigue has set 
in, pick yourself  up and return. If  your 
thoughts revolve around the happenings 
of  the day, I really urge you to do this 
thinking at a different time than the one 
set aside for your nocturnal rest because it 
will only serve to alert you further instead 
of  the desired opposite effect. Perhaps 

think about them or talk about them at 
dinner time instead. Find a way to vent out 
your thoughts before you get to bed, that 
way you make room for your mind to wind 
down and shut off. 

Many times our brains are much more 
active than they should be at bedtime, such 
as when, for example, we think about the 
next day’s to-do list, going over it again 
and again to ensure nothing is forgotten. 
However, if  the to-do list is written down, 
then it is concretely saved in a location, 
be it a notebook or a diary, sparing us the 
fear that it will escape from our mind if  
it is not hammered in every five seconds. 
Write your to-do list down, or whatever 
is bothering you for that matter, and deal 
with it tomorrow; for now you rest, and 
tomorrow you tackle your list and troubles. 
Having a pen and paper on your bedside 
table can be very useful as well. 

Some people find it helpful to have 
a warm bath, some to practice deep 
breathing or progressive relaxation 
techniques (tensing then relaxing the 
muscles, starting from the feet and ending 
in the face) before going to bed. Others 
prefer to use lavender essential oil on 
pressure points or on a pillow to unwind. 
A cup of  warm milk does the trick for 
many, while others take the herbal route 
opting for a cup of  chamomile or valerian. 
Some people chant a soothing word and 
others visualize the ocean or a field of  
grass. We are all different and what works 
for one might not necessarily work for 
all. Try out these options for yourself  and 
create your own tailor-made best recipe 
for sleeping well. Sometimes it is just about 
experimenting until you reach success. 

Shortlist Of  What To Avoid
A lot of  what we put into our system 
before bedtime impacts our sleep. Here 
are the simple rules: avoid caffeine and 
sugary foods, both are counteractive; 
limit alcohol to one or two drinks; get a 
good amount of  exercise during the day 
not at night as evening exercise causes 
us to be stimulated before bedtime; have 
a lighter meal in the evening and let 
your heaviest meal be lunch. If  you are 
peckish at night then have a protein-
based snack, ensuring slow digestion, 
rather than a starchy carbohydrate that 
peaks your energy level at a time when it 
should be at its lowest. 
 

Useful Websites
www.insomniacs.co.uk

www.mentalhealth.org.uk
www.sleepio.com

Royal College Of  Psychiatrists 
www.rcpsych.ac.uk   Click on, 

“Sleeping Well”

STaying well


