Sleep Deep

Of all the things that affect our ability to be productive and efficient, our quality of sleep is probably the most important. It is estimated that 60% of people in Western society have some sort of sleep problem. This is a significant issue considering that a poor night sleep can reduce your cognitive function the next day by 30%. However a lack of sleep or poor quality sleep may have a bigger impact on us than simply just being tired. Research out of the US has shown that people who have reduced sleep tend to be more overweight than people with a normal sleep pattern. The proposed reason for this is a lack of sleep reduces our Leptin levels, a hormone that triggers a feeling of fullness. 
To keep you bouncing through your day follow these 10 sleep principals:
1. Get Regular! One of the most critical aspects of a sleep routine is a regular bed and wake up time (of these two the wake up time is the most important). When you are in a regular sleep routine your body gets used to the pattern and it makes going to sleep and waking up much easier. A sign that you have your routine right is when you consistently wake up minutes before your alarm clock is set to go off. The biggest challenge in maintaining a regular sleep routine is to stick to it on the weekends. The reason why we find it hard to get out of bed on a Monday morning is that we usually stay out late on Friday and Saturday nights and sleep in on Saturday and Sunday mornings. This sudden change in sleeping patterns confuses our body clock and jet lags us for Monday morning. If you feel the need to catch up on sleep over the weekend the key is to go to bed early and get up at your normal time rather than sleeping in past lunch. When we dramatically alter our sleep pattern on the weekend we can give ourselves a mini case of jet lag. Sleeping in an extra 30 mins to 1 hour on the weekends is actually beneficial, However according to Dr. Russell Rosenberg, director of the Northside Hospital Sleep Medicine Institute in Atlanta, when we dramatically oversleep we tend to feel worse off. Oversleeping creates something call “sleep inertia”, where the person experiences diminished mental functioning, such as not being able to make quick decisions, impaired concentration and a lack of energy. 
2. Don’t be hot in bed. An important factor that affects our sleep is body temperature. During the night we get a natural drop in body temperature however if we get too hot at night our body temperature will rise and trigger us to wake up. Avoid heating your room at night - it is much better to have a cool room and warm covers. Also wear natural fibres that breathe, such as cotton, and have separate bed linen for summer and winter. In addition the natural drop in temperature at night helps us to go to sleep so avoid exercise or a very hot bath just before bed as this elevate our core temperature will make it hard to fall asleep.
3. Relax before bed. Two hours before your normal bedtime start to wind down. Avoid doing work during these hours. Rather, read a book, have a bath, calm conversation or listen to soothing music. If you were trying to get a kid to go to sleep you wouldn’t rev them up just before putting them to bed.
4. Avoid stimulants. After about 2-3 pm in the afternoon stop your intake of tobacco, alcohol, tea, coffee or chocolate. Also a high intake of protein late at night will increase your mental alertness and keep you awake, so reduce the level of protein you eat at night.

5. Dim the lights. Whether our environment is dark or light impacts on our ability to get to sleep. A part of your brain called the Suprachiasmatic  Nucleus (SCN) detects light input from the eyes. The SCN controls the secretion of Melatonin, a chemical that helps you sleep. When the SCN senses light on your eyes it shuts down Melatonin production, likewise when it senses darkness it releases Melatonin. Therefore make your room as dark as possible while you are asleep. Also as the evening progresses, start to dim the lights around the house. Bright artificial lights will prevent melatonin release so avoid switching on the Hollywood light around the mirror just before you go to bed. 
6. Drink up! Make sure you are hydrated properly (2 litres of water a day), as when you are dehydrated your body temp rises and you will often wake up during the night. Avoid having too much alcohol before bed as it dehydrates you. Also if you are going out drinking a lot of alcohol alternate alcoholic drinks with water.

7. Move it or loose it! Exercising each day is an easy way to improve the quality of your sleep. When you exercise the biochemical make up of your body changes in a favorable way to facilitate better sleep. 

8. Control the voices in your head! One of the biggest causes of not being able to get to sleep or stay asleep, is mental stress related to worry and anxiety. Meditation and relaxation are great ways to calm the mind down and help you drift off to sleep. When you find your mind racing in bed, lie flat on your back and relax all your muscle groups, slow your breathing down and take in long full breaths, then quiet your mind by focusing on one relaxing thought. 
9. Power On! Power naps are a great way to enegise you and catch up on some sleep debt. If you have ever napped in the afternoon and woken up disorientated and fatigued you have slept for too long and entered deep sleep. The rule with power napping is to not let them go for longer than 20 minutes.
10. Catch the wave to bed. There is a 90 minute rhythm called the Ultradian Rhythm that controls how alert we are. During the majority of this rhythm we are alert, however towards the end we start to get drowsy. Have you ever been in a 90 minute meeting and you start to fall asleep? Or have you been out somewhere and you get tired and think to yourself, “I think its time to go home”. Only to get your second wind 10 minutes later. We can use this rhythm to help us get to sleep. During the night look out for when the drowsy part of this rhythm hits you, that is the time to go to bed as your body is naturally prepared to nod off.
