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A good night’s sleep is vital for our health, 
energy levels and ability to perform. Sleep 
restores our body mentally and physically.

When we sleep, our body goes through a cycle 
which takes approximately 90 minutes.

1. Transition: eyes move slowly, muscle activity 
slows down and you are easily awakened. 
Lasts about five minutes.  

2. Light sleep: eye movement stops, heart rate 
slows and body temperature decreases. 
Lasts 10-25 minutes.   

3. Deep sleep: you are difficult to wake and 
if you are woken up, you feel groggy and 
disoriented for several minutes. In this 
deepest stage of sleep, brain waves are 
extremely slow. Blood flow is directed away 
from your brain and towards your muscles, 
restoring physical energy.  

4. REM sleep: 70-90 minutes after falling 
asleep you enter REM sleep, where 
dreaming occurs. Eyes move rapidly, 
breathing shallows, heart rate and blood 
pressure increase. Arm and leg muscles are 
paralyzed.
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Even after a full night’s sleep, getting out of bed 
can be difficult if your alarm goes off when you’re 
in the middle of deep sleep. Make mornings less 
painful by setting a wake-up time that’s a multiple 
of 90 minutes. For example, if you go to bed at 10 
pm, set your alarm for 5:30 (a total of 7 ½ hours 
of sleep) instead of 6:00 or 6:30. You may feel 
more refreshed at 5:30 than with another 30 to 60 
minutes of sleep because you’re getting up at the 
end of a sleep cycle when your body and brain are 
already close to wakefulness. 

Deep sleep
The most damaging effects of sleep deprivation 
are from inadequate deep sleep. Deep sleep 
plays a major role in maintaining your health, 
stimulating growth and development, repairing 
muscles and tissues and boosting your immune 
system. Factors that can lead to poor deep sleep 
include: 

• Being woken during the night 
• Working night shifts or swing shifts. 
• Smoking or drinking in the evening.  

 
REM sleep
REM sleep renews the mind by playing a key 
role in learning and memory. During REM sleep, 
your brain consolidates and processes the 
information you’ve learned during the day, forms 
neural connections that strengthen memory, 
and replenishes its supply of neurotransmitters, 
including feel-good chemicals like serotonin and 
dopamine that boost your mood during the day.

To get more mind and mood-boosting REM sleep, 
try sleeping an extra 30 minutes to an hour in 
the morning, when REM sleep stages are longer. 
Improving your overall sleep will also increase 
your REM sleep. If you aren’t getting enough deep 
sleep, your body will try to make that up first, at 
the expense of REM sleep.

What can be done to help me sleep? 
In severe cases, sleeping tablets are sometimes 
prescribed. Benzodiazepines are commonly used,  
which are effective but can lead to addiction 
problems. There are other options.

The importance of diet to sleep
For some people, diet can contribute to an inability 
to sleep. Serotonin is one of our feel-good brain 
chemicals. It is made from amino acids, including 
tryptophan, which are derived from protein. 
Serotonin is converted to melatonin, a hormone 
your body produces at night to help you sleep. 

This process requires a number of cofactors such as 
vitamin B6. So you can see low levels of protein or 
vitamin B6 could easily affect sleep by reducing the 
amount of melatonin available. 

Signs of a vitamin B6 deficiency include not 
remembering your dreams, oily/shiny skin and poor 
wound healing. Vitamin B3 deficiency can also affect 
sleep and signs of a deficiency include bad breath, 
crevassing on the edge of the tongue and cracks in 
the corner of the mouth. If you have these signs, it 
would be appropriate to try a course of vitamin B 
complex.

Melatonin
Melatonin is made in the pineal glands by the action 
of the wavelengths of light at sunset. So if you 
have the luxury of being able to watch the sun go 
down, it’s a great way to stimulate your melatonin 
production.

On the other hand, blue light from televisions and 
computers interferes with melatonin production. 
Turn them off an hour before bed. If for some 
reason you body can’t make enough melatonin, you 
can be prescribed it from your doctor. 

What else can I do?
There are a number of natural products that may 
help you sleep. 

Our patients have found tart cherry helpful 
in “Cherry sleep”. It contains concentrated 
Montmerancy Tart Cherry skin, plus a sweet cherry 
concentrate grown in NZ. They contain high levels 
of phytonutrients which help regulate and support 
a deep restful sleep. 

Your bedtime routine is important too. Sleep at 
regular times and nap for 30 minutes before 3 pm 
to catch up on lost sleep if necessary. 

Keep your bedroom dark, quiet, well ventilated, 
cool and free from electronic devices. Sleep in a 
comfortable bed with a good pillow. 

Eat smaller, non-spicy and non-acidic foods at 
night. Avoid alcohol and caffeine in the evening. 
Quit smoking and exercise for 20-30 minutes a 
day. Yoga and other relaxing exercises may help 
reduce stress levels too.

Practice relaxation techniques with deep 
breathing, warm baths and warm milky drinks 
before bed.

Just a note of caution, please speak to your doctor 
or pharmacist before stopping or changing any 
medicine. 


