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S leep deprivation is a modern day epidemic. For many people, hectic 

lives filled with work, family and domestic responsibilities leave little time 

for sleeping. There is a tendency, particularly for busy people, to think of 

sleep as lost time, wasted hours when the brain and body lie dormant and 

passive. Yet we now know that this could not be further from the truth. This book 

provides a fascinating investigation into the mysteries, myths and magic of 

sleep, from the factual and academic to the weird and wonderful, and a few 

bits inbetween. In the pages ahead you’ll learn what sleep is all about, why it 

matters and what you can do if it’s not going well for you. 
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7 MISTAKES WHEN BUYING A BED

Buying the wrong bed can have a massive impact 

on your sleep quality. Making an informed 

decision is like an insurance policy for your health. 

Here are our top tips from customers for making the 

right choice for you. Along with 7 key mistakes which are 

frequently made which can cost people hundreds of 

dollars and some terrible night’s sleep

1 . Not Trying Before You Buy. 
You will use your bed for eight hours every night, so 

selecting one that is comfortable, supportive, and 

durable is critical. There are so many options for you to 

choose from, the best way to discover which bed is the 

right one for you is to trial one. Of course, you’ll not know 

if the bed is right for you by trying it out in the store for a 

short time, so a 30 day sleep trial is a great way to make 

sure it’s going to work before investing in the whole bed. 

Always remember that your body requires some time in 

order to get adjusted with new mattress, so do not reject 

a mattress on urgent basis.
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2. Didn’t take the advice of an expert 
There is a lot of information available online and from 

bed retailers. Some of this information is biased towards 

persuading you to purchase a brand or product for the 

benefit of the person offering the information. To ensure 

you buy the bed that is most suited to you, seek the advice 

of a specialist who can explain the features of each bed, 

and how those features are of benefit to you. 

3. Not Understanding a Supportive Bed is as 
Important As A Cozy One
Too hard or too soft does not help with a good night’s 

sleep. An equilibrium that is great means you feel 

comfortable while you can sleep on your side and your 

back is aligned right.

Even though it’s common practice to get a comfy mattress 

for better sleep, sleeping on a mattress that is supportive 

may be even more significant.

The reason is an unsupportive mattress may not have you 

tossing and turning through the night, but, nevertheless, 

it is going to make you wake up with pains and aches, 

robbing you of the required deep-sleep your body requires. 

A supportive mattress that enables your own body to rest 

just how it needs is much more valuable.
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4. Buying cheap 
All too often, the price tag is a great influence on a bed 

purchase. That’s because we love to shop for a bargain. 

There is a difference between ‘cheap’ and ‘value’. Cheap 

is usually associated with low quality, low standard 

products, which will probably not perform well and will 

need replacing often. When buying a bed, ‘value’ is 

represented by buying a combination of comfort, support 

and durability at the best possible price. When you invest 

a little more money to buy a better bed, you, and the 

person you share your bed with, will experience the many 

benefits.

5. Not Factoring In Both Of Your Sleeping Styles
Chances are that you sleep differently from your own 

companion. This doesn’t mean that you have to talk 

with your partner and do some negotiating about the 

mattress. You can get a mattress that factors in both of 

your sleeping styles. Weight distinction tends to be involves 

different mattress firmness to feel relaxed.

6. Not Understanding Who You Might Be 
Buying From
The proliferation of mattress retailers has resulted in 

healthy rivalry in the mattress business. Nevertheless, 

some retailers are disreputable. Purchasing a mattress 

that is poor is one thing; purchasing it from a poor retailer 

is another.

Before spending your hard-earned money on a mattress, 

you need to do your research about the retailer.

7. Not checking the quality of construction
You have got the high-quality memory foam of the likes 

of Gel Tech and Tempur, however there are a lot of other 

people that came into the market to try and compete 

with much lower quality products.

The consumer could not tell that the product was lower 

quality until they’d used it for a certain amount of time 

and realized actually, it’s not that durable. 

Now you know seven of the key mistakes people make 

when buying their bed, please consult a specialist to 

avoid many more.
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“I love sleep.  
My life has the tendency to fall apart when 

I’m awake, you know?”

Ernest Hemingway 

7
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Why do we sleep? 

R emarkably, in spite of the many advances in brain imaging 

technology and medical research, the question of exactly why 

we sleep remains unanswered. A simple way of appreciating 

what sleep does for the body is to compare it to eating: a process 

essential to nourish, sustain and repair the body. A lack of food provokes 

undeniable pangs of hunger, while prolonged wakefulness leads to an 

irresistible descent into sleep. These internal drives compel us to act in 

the interests of our own survival. 

There are several common theories as to why we sleep.

 

THERE ARE SEVERAL COMMON THEORIES AS TO WHY WE 
SLEEP.

Rejuvenation theory
The idea that sleep is a time when the body repairs and heals itself 

from deterioration that occurs during waking hours. There is significant 

support for this theory based on knowledge of restorative processes that 

occur primarily during sleep, including tissue and muscle repair and the 

release of growth hormone. There are some genes that only switch on 

during sleep. 
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Evolutionary theory
Grounded in the premise that inactivity at night offered protection from 

nocturnal predators. This became an adaptation, favoured through the 

process of natural selection. The obvious flaw to the theory is that it’s 

easier to react to a threat when conscious. 

Resource conservation theory
Based on the concept that by spending a third of our lives asleep, we 

utilise less energy, which gives our species a greater chance of survival 

should resources become scarce. While sleeping, energy metabolism 

and caloric demand are both reduced, lending credence to this theory. 

On the other hand, the amount of energy conserved by a night’s sleep 

is approximately equivalent to the calories in a single hamburger bun 

(161) so it’s hardly a noteworthy saving. 

Brain function theory
Sleep has been linked to changes in the organisation and schema of 

the brain. There is also a recognised correlation between dreaming and 

these structural adjustments, sometimes referred to as brain plasticity. 

Infants spend half of their many sleeping hours in rapid eye movement 

(REM) sleep, the sleep stage when dreams are most common. The 

intensity of brain development in early childhood is believed to be 

related to long hours at rest during these first years. Sleep is also believed 

to support memory consolidation and learning.

9
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Stages of   Stages of   
SleepSleep

“The nicest thing for me is sleep,  
then at least I can dream” 

 
Marilyn Monroe
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N1

N2

N3

REM
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The advent of technology known as electroence-

phalograms (EEGs) gave researchers the ability 

to observe brain activity during sleep. Sleep is 

now categorised into two main types, rapid eye 

movement (REM) sleep and non-rapid eye movement 

sleep (NREM). These different kinds of sleep serve distinct 

functions.  NREM sleep is separated into three stages: N1, 

N2 and N3. There used to be a fourth stage recognised, 

N4, but this has since been phased out and N1 – N3 are 

the current recognised categories.

A sleep cycle made up of these four phases generally 
lasts for 90 minutes, so depending on how long you 
sleep you may move through 4 – 6 cycles each night.

LIGHT SLEEP N1: 
In a normal adult this is the initial sleep stage between 

wakefulness and sleep, characterised by a reduction 

in eye movements and a subtle, mixed frequency EEG 

reading as brain waves slow down. This stage usually lasts 

1 - 10 minutes per sleep cycle. During N1 sleep, people 

can be easily awakened. It’s common to experience 

muscle twitches or a sensation of falling as muscle activity 

gradually slows. Breathing and heart rate slow down 

during this phase. It represents 2 – 5% of total sleep time.  

LIGHT SLEEP N2:
This stage is marked by a reduction in brain waves on 

the EEG, although occasional bursts of movement called 

sleep spindles or sigma waves can be observed, along 

with k complexes (see diagram). These phenomena act in 

unison to still the active mind, detach from external stimuli 

and assist with consolidation of memories and sorting of 

information. Conscious connection to the outside world 

fades during this phase. N2 lasts from 10 – 25 minutes per 

sleep cycle, comprising 45 – 50% of total sleep time for 

most adults. Eye movements cease and the body relaxes.

 

            Sta
ges of sle
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DEEP SLEEP: N3
The third stage of NREM sleep is known as deep sleep or 

delta wave sleep. This stage lasts longer in the early parts 

of the night and was previously separated into two phases, 

N3 and N4 to differentiate between the occurrences of 

delta brain waves. It’s difficult to rouse a person from sleep 

during this phase, and a phenomenon known as sleep 

inertia produces a mental fog that can take up to 30 

minutes to clear should a person be awakened at this 

time. Brain activity, heart and respiration rate and blood 

pressure reach their lowest levels during this phase. Sleep 

walking, sleep talking and bedwetting take place during 

this phase, along with more welcome activities such as 

memory consolidation and information processing. This 

phase accounts for 15 – 20% of total sleep time for adults. 

REM SLEEP
The rapid eye movements that gave rise to the name 

of this sleep phase are thought to be associated with 

dreams, which occur most frequently during REM sleep. 

The movements can be tracked by technology known 

as electro-oculography (EOG). Breathing, heart rate and 

blood pressure are elevated. REM sleep is sometimes 

referred to as “active sleep” in part because the pattern of 

brain waves is similar to those observed during wakefulness. 

Theta, alpha and beta waves feature during this period, 

and oxygen consumption, indicative of energy utilisation, 

is at high levels. One of the most interesting features of this 

sleep stage is that muscles become entirely paralysed 

by a process known as atonia where brain impulses that 

regulate muscle movement are temporarily extinguished. 

It is believed this is a self-protective mechanism to prevent 

us from acting out our dreams and harming ourselves. 

REM sleep is thought to be important for learning, memory 

and information processing. 

13
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ircadian rhythms influence the 24 hour sleep/

wake cycle, hormone release, body temperature 

and other biological activities. They are controlled 

by our biological clocks. Humans are diurnal creatures, 

meaning we have a natural tendency to be wakeful by 

day and sleep at night. Studies of rats conducted in the 

1970s determined that the biological clock is located 

in a part of the brain called the hypothalamus, within a 

cluster of nerve cells called the suprachiasmatic nucleus 

(SCN). When this area was damaged, rats lost their ability 

to regulate their sleep/wake cycles. The hypothalamus is 

located where the optic nerves from the eyes cross. The 

biological clock is responsive to several external factors 

called zeitgebers (from the German “time giver”) to keep 

it ticking over in 24 hour intervals. They are as follows: 

Light

Light striking the eyes sends messages through the optic 

nerves to the hypothalamus. Light is a signal for the brain 

to become alert, which is why bright lights before bedtime 

can make it hard to wind down and sleep.

Melatonin production
Melatonin is a hormone produced in the pineal gland. 

The suprachiasmatic nucleus plays a role in melatonin 

production, as it contains receptors for the hormone. 

Melatonin levels rise and fall in a predictable pattern 

with night and day and are thought to play a role in the 

sleep/wake cycle. Some people find taking a melatonin 

supplement helps them to sleep. 

Temperature
This is thought to be a factor, although reduced temp-

eratures are likely to correspond with times of darkness, so 

the influence of this variable is hard to determine. 

14
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Cognitive factors
By having a daily schedule full of tasks and activities, the 

brain is to some extent compelled to remain alert by these 

external stimuli. 

OTHER HORMONES AFFECTED BY CIRCADIAN 
RHYTHMS:

Cortisol
Sometimes referred to as “the stress hormone” cortisol 

plays a role in the formation of blood glucose and 

supports anti-stress and anti-inflammatory actions in  

the body.

15

Growth hormone
This critical hormone, which supports growth and resto-

rative processes in the body, is secreted only during sleep.

Thyrotropin (thyroid stimulating hormone)
This hormone is suppressed during sleep. Thyrotropin 

stimulates the thyroid gland to produce thyroxine, which 

stimulates metabolism. 

For most people, the strongest tendency for sleepiness 
is felt between approximately 2am – 3am, and again 
between 2pm and 3pm. These lulls in alertness are 
known as “circadian dips.”

In countries where a mid-afternoon siesta is the norm, 
people can harmonise their sleeping patterns with 
their internal biological rhythms. 
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Resetting your body clock

Y our sleep cycle can be cast into disarray by child care or work 

responsibilities, with disrupted nights resulting in debilitating brain 

fog. Here are some handy hints for resetting your body clock... 

 

If possible, go to sleep at approximately the same time each night, and 

wake up at the same time every morning, even on the weekend. This 

helps to reinforce your body’s natural sleep/wake cycle.

Expose yourself to light in the mornings. Turn on bright lights, or go for a 

morning walk.

At night time, particularly when you’re getting close to going to bed, stay 

away from computer and TV screens and any other brightly lit electronic 

devices. Dim any lights and keep your bedroom dark.

Don’t eat a big meal at night time, as this can compromise sleep   

quality and may lead to weight gain.

            Resetting your body clock
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Limit caffeine after lunchtime. 

Nicotine is a stimulant. If you can quit smoking, you may find a good night’s 

sleep is one of the many improvements you’ll notice in your overall wellbeing.

Avoid alcohol in the evenings. It has an initial sedative effect, but once this 

wears off the process of metabolising it in the body can result in wakefulness. It 

also affects sleep quality, leading to reduced REM sleep. 

Exercise for a minimum of 20 minutes per day. Avoid cardio workouts late in 

the day, as they can overstimulate your metabolism, leading to sleeplessness.

Take a melatonin supplement. This can help to override your biological clock 

if it’s out of rhythm.

Do gentle stretches and breathing exercises before bed. Relaxing the body 

and mind will help you to wind down before your head touches the pillow. 

17
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S leep is essential - most of us know that. But just what 

does sleep actually do for the body? Some of the 

answers, and there are many, may surprise you!

Enhances learning, consolidates memories 
and helps the brain to sort through the infor-
mation you’ve absorbed during the day 
The action of sleep on the brain can be compared to 

the defragging process used to remove unnecessary 

data from computers. The brain determines what in-

formation is relevant and discards the rest, promoting 

greater mental efficiency. By pruning away what is not 

required, the brain is streamlined for learning and the 

storage of memories. 

 

Promotes a positive outlook
When your mind and body are well rested, you feel more 

positive and cheerful. People who sleep for 7 – 8 hours 

per night are less likely to experience symptoms of anxiety 

and depression.

 

Releases essential hormones
Human Growth Hormone (HGH) is an anabolic hormone, 

meaning it helps to build and repair. HGH is associated 

with youth and vitality and promotes the growth and 

rejuvenation of muscles, bones and tissue. This hormone 

is of critical importance to people of all ages. 

 

Follicle stimulating hormone and Leuteinising 
hormone
These hormones regulate the release of testosterone 

and estrogen, so a lack of sleep can result in a hormone 

imbalance causing low sex drive, reduced fertility, low 

energy and irritability.

 

Leptin
This hormone that helps regulate appetite by sending 

signals to the brain that you’re full after a meal. 

Inadequate amounts of leptin can lead to overeating 

and weight gain.

 

Melatonin
This is a hormone produced mainly during sleep, and 

promotes relaxation and restful sleep. Interestingly, 

melatonin is produced from serotonin, the “happy 

chemical” linked with positive mood. People who are 

depressed can lack sufficient serotonin to produce 

enough melatonin for adequate sleep. By increasing 

serotonin levels, melatonin production is supported 

and sleep improves.

 

Cancer prevention
A cancer fighting chemical called tumour necrosis 

factor is circulated in the body during sleep.

Skin repair
The term “beauty sleep” has a factual basis. Your 

skin heals from damage caused by environmental 

pollutants and antioxidants while you sleep, with deep 

sleep in particular a time when skin cells replenish and 

rejuvenate. 

 

Heart health
Blood pressure reduces during sleep, as the heart rate 

slows by 20 – 30 beats per minute. It is thought the 

reason for this is to give the heart a rest. 

 

           How sleep heals the body
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           How Sleep Deprivatio
n Impacts W
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We know how bad sleep deprivation feels, but 

here are some of the ways it impacts on the 

body and mind.

Increases the risk of the following mental 
and physical health problems:
Diabetes, Obesity, Depression, Bi-Polar Disorder, High Blood 

Pressure, Heart Attack, Stroke

 

Impacts brain function
Thinking, learning, reasoning, problem solving and 

memory are impaired by sleep deprivation. Attention and 

concentration are also reduced. 

 

Risks personal safety and the safety of others
Sleep deprivation was a factor in numerous large 

scale industrial disasters, including the 1986 Chernobyl 

meltdown. Sleep deprived workers are far more likely to 

have accidents on the job.

 

Affects decision making
Heightened impulsiveness coupled with impaired 

thinking are key dangers identified by neuroscientists. All-

night meetings before important decisions, a frequent 

occurrence in some business and political settings, are 

potentially a very bad idea. 

 

Reduces sex drive
Decreased libido is a common side effect of sleep 

deprivation, linked to decreased energy, lower levels of 

sex hormones and low mood.

 

Promotes weight gain
Lack of sleep promotes higher levels of ghrelin, the 

hormone that stimulates appetite. Sleep deprived people 

are more likely to crave carbohydrates and sugary foods.

 

Affects relationships
Lack of patience, irritability and a short attention span are 

not endearing personal qualities. Sleep deprivation will 

produce all three. 

 

Damages other interpersonal skills
Lack of empathy and a reduced ability to interact with 

others are by-products of extreme tiredness.

 

Reduces quality of life
Chronic lack of energy and concentration can seriously 

compromise a person’s ability to participate in social and 

recreational activities, making life a fun-free zone. 

 

Speeds up the aging process
Dark circles under the eyes, fine lines, reduction in skin 

elasticity and internal aging of vital organs are all linked 

to lack of sleep. 

 

Allows toxins to accumulate
Sleep is a time when your body clears itself of toxins. If you 

don’t get enough sleep, you can wake up feeling almost 

hungover due to toxin build up.

 

21
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t has become acceptable and commonplace for working adults 

to attempt to function on little sleep. In many high powered 

careers, sacrificing sleep for extra hours in the office is simply 

a part of climbing the corporate ladder. Yet neuroscientists are now 

comparing lack of sleep to smoking in terms of the potential harm it can 

cause to the body and mind. Sleep deprived people create risks in roles 

within the medical profession, where research has found sleep deprived 

junior doctors have frequently made serious mistakes, resulting in harm to 

patients. Lack of sleep is an obvious danger for workers in transport and 

logistics, where lives are at risk from driver impairment. But any kind of work 

where sound judgement is important can be adversely affected by tired 

employees. 

And it’s not just adults who are impacted by sleep deprivation. New Zealand 

children are second only to Americans for this problem, which is blamed 

in part on the increased popularity of electronic devices such as tablets 

and gaming consoles. Staring at an electronic screen suppresses the 

production of melatonin, the hormone that promotes sleepiness. Screen 

time before bed is particularly bad for this reason.  Insufficient sleep is 

strongly correlated to lower academic achievement in children, along with 

the same ill-effects to mood and behaviour that are observed in adults. 

For adolescents, changes in biological sleep patterns make it hard for 

teens to go to sleep earlier in the evening. 10 – 11pm is a reasonable 

time for a teenager to turn in for the night, in keeping with their internal 

sleep settings. As adolescence is a time of growth and development, 

teens need more sleep than adults; about 8 – 10 hours is best. A large 

proportion of teens do not get enough sleep due to staying up late, 

then getting up early for school. As with adults, lack of sleep can affect 

learning, memory and concentration, which can all impact on academic 

performance. It can also affect mood at a time when hormonal changes 

are already inclined to produce unwelcome fluctuations in this area.  

“The Great Sleep Deficit” has the potential to harm an entire generation. 

It has been described as a public health epidemic, compromising 

quality of life and increasing the risk of early death. A shift in attitude is 

required to reverse this harmful trend. Sleep needs to be recognised as of 

equal importance to diet and exercise in promoting optimal wellbeing.  

In short, if you don’t get enough sleep, you’ll end up fat, sick and stupid.

           The great slee
p def icit
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“Laugh and the world laughs with you, snore and you 
sleep alone.”

 Anthony Burgess

25
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Snoring is an annoying issue that can place strain 

on couples. Sleep apnoea is a more severe type 

of snoring where breathing can stop multiple times 

during the night. Both afflictions affect millions of people 

worldwide. Men are more likely to snore than women 

because they have narrower air passages. And snoring 

tends to get worse with age as muscle tone deteriorates. 

Causes: 
• The shape of your mouth can cause snoring,  

 particularly the length of the uvula (the piece of  

 tissue that hangs down from the roof of the mouth  

 at the back), large tonsils or adenoids.

• The shape of your nose, especially the nasal  

 septum or partition between the nostrils, can   

 influence snoring. Nasal congestion is another  

 culprit.

• Being overweight can result in extra tissues in the  

 back of the throat that narrow the airways,   

 increasing the likelihood of snoring.

• Alcohol or drug intake can be risk factors, relaxing  

 throat muscles. Drugs likely to cause snoring include  

 sedatives and sleeping pills.

• Smoking creates irritation in the nose and throat  

 which can constrict the airways.

• Sleep position - when you lie on your back, you’re  

 more likely to snore as the airway narrows in this  

 position. 

           Snoring and obstructive sle
ep apnoea
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Obstructive sleep apnoea results in decreased oxygen in the blood during sleep, which 

can cause daytime sleepiness, headaches, irritability and moodiness. Serious consequences 

include a greater risk of high blood pressure, heart disease and stroke. 

Solutions: 
• Get a professional evaluation of your mouth anatomy. If you’re snoring due to   

 a structural abnormality, there may be surgical options to consider such as    

 uvulopalatopharyngoplasty (UPPP), thermal ablation palatoplasty (TAP), somnoplasty,   

 palatal implants, adenoidectomy or tonsillectomy. 

• Lose weight. A reduction in fatty tissues in the throat may end snoring.

• Exercise. Working the muscles in your legs, arms and abdominal region helps to tone   

 throat muscles, reducing snoring. 

• Quit smoking. It will benefit your general health and may fix your snoring, too.

• Banish back sleeping. Sew a sock into the back of your pyjama top, and put a tennis   

 ball inside. This will discourage back sleeping until a habit of side sleeping is formed. 

• Continuous Positive Airway Pressure (CPAP). This device is essentially a mask fitted   

 over your nose and mouth that keeps the airways open with a steady stream of   

 pressurised  air. It’s effective for snoring and sleep apnoea.

•  Approximately 25% of people are snorers

• In a divorce case in Iran, a woman admitted drugging her husband early in the  

 marriage so he wouldn’t hear her snoring

• 70% of snorers have family members who also snore

• Snoring sounds can range from 50 decibels right up to 100 decibels, which is the  

 equivalent of a pneumatic drill

• The louder you snore, the more likely you are to be overweight

• People who snore frequently are 5 times more likely to develop heart disease,   

 stroke, high blood pressure, high cholesterol or type 2 diabetes

• Snorers have a 3 times greater risk of developing general health problems than  

 people who don’t snore

• One in three couples report tension in their relationship due to snoring
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C ircadian rhythm sleep disorders involve abnormalities or 

disturbances to the sleep/wake cycle governed by the circadian 

rhythm. 

Causes:
Some of these disorders are chronic conditions with neurological 

causes, while others are transient and due to environmental and 

social factors. Shift work, pregnancy, medication and mental health 

problems can all cause circadian rhythm disorders. 

Conditions:
Irregular sleep/wake disorder (ISWD) where a person sleeps at 

least three times per 24 hour period. This disorder can have significant 

impact on work and relationships. It is often linked to brain trauma, 

and developmental disorders such as autism and dementia. 

Advanced sleep phase disorder where a person falls asleep very 

early in the evening, between 6pm and 8pm, then wakes up very early 

6 – 8 hours later at 2am – 5am. This is most common in elderly people. 

This disorder is less problematic than others, as it still allows for the 

maintenance of a regular 9 – 5 workday. Increasing light exposure in 

the evenings can be helpful.

 

           Circadian rhythm sleep d
isorders
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Delayed sleep phase disorder (DSPD) where a person cannot fall 

asleep until very late at night, resulting in oversleeping or extreme 

fatigue in the morning. Some people are fortunate enough to 

outgrow this condition in adolescence, when it is more common 

amongst boys. For approximately 0.15% of adults, the condition is 

lifelong and affects men and women in equal numbers. 

The most viable solution for people suffering from this condition 

is to stay on their body’s natural sleep/wake cycle, even if that 

means keeping unsociable hours. Avoiding bright lights in the 

evenings, including computer screens, can be helpful. The disorder 

can impact on employment and relationships, but so too can 

the mental, emotional and physical deterioration resulting from 

chronic sleep deprivation. DSPD is often misdiagnosed as insomnia  

or ADHD.

Shift work disorder characterised by a disturbance to the circadian 

rhythms caused by a shift work schedule, which disrupts the body’s 

natural biological rhythm. 

Some people are more sensitive to the effects of shift work than 

others; those who are badly affected may need to reconsider their 

work schedule for the sake of their health. Supplemental melatonin 

can be helpful for shift work disorder. Further information is provided 

in the shift work section of this book.

• The term “circadian” comes from Latin, and means “around a day”

• The study of circadian rhythms is known as chronobiology

• The primary characteristic of a circadian rhythm disorder is a   

 disruption of sleep patterns, which may be on-going or temporary

• Circadian rhythms have a genetic component, with researchers  

 noting genes in mice, fruit flies and humans that influence   

 circadian rhythms
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I nsomnia is a condition where a person has trouble 

falling asleep, staying asleep or wakes up very 

early in the morning, resulting in daytime fatigue. 

Most people will suffer from some degree of insomnia 

throughout their lives, which will often be transient and 

disappear without treatment. Acute insomnia is defined 

as insomnia that persists for up to three months. Chronic 

insomnia affects sleep at least three nights per week for 

at least three months. 

Causes 
Acute insomnia can be brought about by:

Changes in regular sleep patterns, including shift work 

and jetlag.

Major life stressors, such as moving house, losing a 

job or significant relationship, financial problems or 

bereavement. 

Environmental factors, such as noise or an uncomfortable 

sleeping situation.

Medications, including some antidepressants, nasal 

decongestants and ADHD drugs.

Chronic insomnia can be due to:

• Chronic pain

• Chronic stress

• Some chronic illnesses, such as arthritis and   

 Parkinson’s disease

• Depression

• Anxiety

           Insomnia
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Solutions 
Acute insomnia will often resolve itself when the factors 

that caused it cease to exert an influence. Taking time 

to relax, ensuring the sleep environment is cool and 

well-ventilated and maintaining a regular sleep/wake 

schedule where possible can help. 

Power-napping is another way to reduce the ill-effects of 

sleep deprivation. A twenty-minute nap, ideally between 

1pm and 3pm, can improve alertness, concentration 

and mood. For best results, make your napping room as 

dark as possible, wearing an eye mask if necessary. Set 

an alarm so you don’t oversleep.

Chronic insomnia may require medication, particularly if 

it results from a treatable condition such as depression or 

anxiety. In these instances, addressing the root cause will 

often resolve the insomnia so that sleeping medications 

are not necessary. Relaxation exercises and meditation 

can help with pain and stress. 

• Insomnia is the most common sleep problem

• 15 – 20% of people suffer from acute insomnia

• 10% of people have chronic insomnia

• Insomnia is more common in people with high  

 IQ, as they have a harder time switching their  

 brain off

• Women are almost twice as likely to have   

 insomnia, due to hormonal changes

• Chronic insomnia, if untreated, increases the risk  

 of alcohol abuse

• Approximately 35% of people who suffer from  

 insomnia have a family history of the condition

• Teenagers whose parents have insomnia are  

 more likely to take prescription sleeping pills and  

 develop mental health problems

• Animal studies where flies were bred to sleep   

 for only one hour a day instead of the usual   

 twelve found the flies developed similarities   

 with sleep deprived humans, including slow   

 learning, impaired co-ordination and weight gain

• People with different weekday and weekend   

 sleep patterns are three times more likely to be  

 overweight. Keeping to a regular sleep schedule  

 is also thought to help those who suffer from   

 insomnia
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R estless legs syndrome (RLS) is a neurological disorder that 

creates an unpleasant sensation in the legs, coupled with an 

overwhelming urge to move them to relieve the discomfort. 

Symptoms tend to be worse at night, impacting on sleep. For this reason, 

RLS is also categorised as a sleep disorder. Flow-on effects caused 

by sleep deprivation can seriously impact quality of life. RLS is often a 

lifelong condition, for which there is no known cure.

 
Causes 
There are several possible causes. Low levels of iron in the brain may 

cause restless leg syndrome. It may also have a genetic component. 

There is strong evidence to indicate that RLS is caused by a malfunction 

in the dopamine pathways within the brain, dopamine being a 

neurotransmitter essential for smooth muscle movement. Parkinson’s 

disease is another disorder of these pathways that results in movement 

difficulties, with many sufferers also experiencing RLS. 

           Restless legs syndrome
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Solutions 
When RLS results from another condition, treating the condition may 

bring relief. Magnesium or iron supplementation can help when a 

deficiency of either is a contributing factor. Magnesium is a well-known 

muscle relaxant, while iron plays a role in neurological functioning. 

Drugs that increase dopamine levels in the brain (dopaminergic 

agents) can be effective in treating the symptoms of RLS, although 

only in the short term. Benzodiazepines and opioids can bring relief 

and sleep, but must be used with caution due to their addictive 

potential. Anti-convulsants can help diminish the unpleasant sensory 

disturbances.  A vibrating pad called Relaxis is a non-drug solution that 

provides counter-stimulation, distracting from the sensations of RLS. 
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• Restless legs syndrome may affect up to 10% of the population

• 33% of people with fibromyalgia also suffer from RLS

• It affects twice as many women as men

• RLS can begin at any age, even affecting children

• Pregnancy can cause RLS, especially the last trimester. The condition will  

 generally subside within a month of delivery

• Symptoms often lessen in the early morning hours, allowing for better sleep  

 at this time

• RLS can generally be treated successfully, improving quality of life
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arcolepsy is a disorder that affects the body’s ability to regulate sleep/wake 

cycles. It’s a chronic condition which has four common effects: excessive 

daytime sleepiness (EDS), cataplexy (sudden limpness or loss of muscle 

tone while a person is awake), sleep paralysis where a person becomes temporarily 

immobilised whilst falling asleep or waking up, and hallucinations during wakefulness 

similar to dream imagery. 

Causes 
Many people with narcolepsy have low levels of the neurotransmitter hypocretin, which 

tells the body to stay awake. No strong genetic component to narcolepsy has been 

identified, although in some families there are multiple instances of the disorder. There 

are also indicators that narcolepsy can relate to abnormal autoimmune function. 

Human leukocyte antigens (HLA) are a group of genes that regulate the immune 

system. Most people diagnosed with narcolepsy and cataplexy have an HLA gene 

variant DQB1*0602, indicating a possible link to a malfunction with this system. Traumatic 

brain injury or brain tumours, infections, hormonal changes and extreme stress or sleep 

deprivation all have the potential to impact on normal brain functioning, increasing 

vulnerability to brain disorders such as narcolepsy.

Solutions 
Stimulants are the primary treatment of choice for narcolepsy, effectively reducing EDS 

and allowing for a normal level of functioning. However there are drawbacks to these 

medications, with amphetamine-type substances carrying the risk of dependence and 

abuse, along with unwanted side-effects such as anxiety, jitters and anorexia. Certain 

antidepressants are also effective for some, including tricyclics and noradrenergic 

reuptake inhibitors. Side-effects may be problematic, including high blood pressure, 

compromised sexual function and irregular heartbeat. Sedatives prescribed at night 

are sometimes used to rebalance the sleep/wake cycle by promoting sound sleep at 

night and greater wakefulness by day. 

           
Narcoleps

y
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• Narcolepsy is defined as an autoimmune neurological disorder

• It is estimated to affect approximately 3 million people worldwide

• Narcolepsy is a serious and debilitating condition that is widely misunderstood

• People with narcolepsy have a greatly increased risk of obesity. This is thought to  

 relate to the role of the neurotransmitter hypocretin in regulating appetite as well  

 as promoting wakefulness

• There are higher rates of narcolepsy onset in spring and summer. Studies of   

 newly diagnosed individuals have revealed higher levels of an antibody called  

 ASO, indicative of recent bacterial infection

• People with untreated symptoms of narcolepsy are approximately 10 times more  

 likely to have a motor vehicle accident

• Narcolepsy is recognised as a disability, affording sufferers protection under law in  

 most countries

• Narcolepsy can cause terrifying hallucinations

• Narcolepsy is frequently misdiagnosed, sometimes as a mental disorder or epilepsy

• It is estimated that only 25% of narcoleptics are diagnosed
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Sleepwalking is defined as a parasomnia or 

abnormality of sleep, where a person walks 

or performs other complex movements while 

in the deep sleep phase of the sleep cycle. It has 

the potential to be extremely dangerous, with some 

sufferers attempting to drive motor vehicles or engage 

in other risky behaviours while still asleep. 

           
Sleepwalking

           Teeth 
Grinding
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• Approximately 1% of preschool-aged children  

 and 2% of school-aged children walk in their   

 sleep at least one night per week

• Approximately 4% of adults sleepwalk

• Men are more likely to become violent in the   

 course of a sleepwalking episode

• Sleepwalking may have a genetic    

 component. Identical twins are more likely to   

 sleepwalk, and a person with a close   

 relative who sleepwalks is 10 times more likely  

 to sleepwalk themselves 

• The old myth about not waking a sleep walker  

 is just that: a myth. It can be very dangerous   

 not to wake a sleep walker, as they could harm  

 themselves or others

• Creating a safer sleep environment is essential  

 for sleep walkers. Locking doors and windows  

 and removing access to sharp objects are   

 important precautions

• A sleep walker will normally have their eyes   

 open and fixed in a blank stare

• They will be slow in responding to any   

 questions, or will not respond at all

Causes 
Sleep deprivation, sleep apnoea, sedatives, alcohol, 

stress and certain illnesses, including psychiatric 

illnesses such as post-traumatic stress disorder, may 

increase the risk of sleep walking. It is more common 

in children, who will often outgrow the behaviour.

Solutions 
Treating the underlying cause may resolve sleep 

walking, meaning for some it may be as simple as 

getting more sleep, avoiding certain medications and 

improving lifestyle balance. 
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Teeth grinding
Occasional teeth-grinding (medically known as 

bruxism) is common during sleep. However, if it  

becomes chronic, it has the potential to damage teeth 

and compromise oral health. People are often unaware 

that they are grinding their teeth until the effects become 

obvious when teeth are worn or chipped. Often it is the 

partner of a teeth-grinder who will notice the behaviour. 

Waking with a headache or aching jaw can be a sign 

of teeth grinding

Causes 
Stress and anxiety can cause teeth grinding. Other sleep 

disorders such as sleep apnoea can also trigger this 

issue. The most likely causes of chronic teeth grinding 

are crooked or missing teeth or an abnormal bite. 

Solutions 
When stress or anxiety appears to be the cause, 

addressing lifestyle balance can eliminate symptoms. 

Ways to achieve this include regular exercise, meditation 

and reducing sources of stress where possible. 

Magnesium supplementation may help, as it promotes 

muscle relaxation. Avoiding stimulants, including 

anything containing caffeine can be beneficial. 

Reducing alcohol intake is also recommended. Where 

dental issues are the cause, orthodontic work can 

correct the problem.

           Teeth 
Grinding
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• If you notice jaw clenching or teeth grinding   

 during wakefulness, position the tip of   

 your tongue between your front teeth to   

 promote relaxation of the jaw muscles

• Severe teeth grinding that continues over   

 time can result in tooth loss or even change   

 the appearance of your face

• Approximately 8% of adults grind their teeth   

 at night

• Teeth grinding can also occur in children

• Certain medications, including    

 amphetamines, can cause teeth grinding
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actors activate an internal response in the nervous system.  

Stress hormones, including adrenaline and cortisol, are released in the 

brain, sending a signal that rouses the body to react to an impending 

emergency. The heart pounds, muscles tighten, blood pressure elevates and 

senses are switched to high alert. These physiological changes increase 

strength and stamina, explaining why people of normal size and strength 

have sometimes been able to spontaneously lift a car off a person who was 

trapped underneath it. Reaction time and focus are also enhanced. It is clear 

that the stress response serves a vital function. 

However, when people are chronically stressed, it can contribute to burnout 

and a wide variety of health problems including obesity, high blood pressure 

and diabetes. There is a strong link between stress and insomnia, and 

conversely, between sleep deprivation and a reduced ability to cope with 

stress. People who are chronically stressed are at increased risk of developing 

issues with alcohol, illicit drugs or prescription medicines. 

           
Stress
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Major life stressors include:

Bereavement

Divorce

Getting married

Pregnancy

Imprisonment

Job loss

Financial problems

Moving house

Becoming a victim of crime (self or close relative)

Acting as a caregiver for a family member

Major illness (self or close relative)

Other triggers for stress:
Change

Attitudes, including perfectionism and unrealistic 

expectations

Anxiety or depression

Fear and uncertainty

39
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Solutions 
When major life stressors are responsible for feelings of stress, 

changing the way you think about them can in turn change the 

way you feel and act. Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) may 

assist with this process. Making a list of the things in life that are 

causing you stress can be a helpful way to sharpen your awareness 

of stressors and decide how they can be managed or reduced. 

Identifying potentially negative coping mechanisms is another 

important step, as many of these can have long-term impacts on 

health and wellbeing.

Examples include:
Abusing alcohol or drugs

Binge eating, particularly junk food

Oversleeping to avoid facing reality

Compulsive busyness to avoid facing reality

Angry outbursts, snapping at others

Social withdrawal, isolating oneself

If these behaviours seem familiar, it may be time to seriously re-

evaluate your stress management strategies, and the impact of 

stress on your quality of life.

Healthier ways of managing stress include:
Regular exercise

Relaxation techniques

Dancing

Meditation

Listening to music

Getting enough sleep

Spending time with positive people

Helping others

           
Stress
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• Stress is one of the main causes of insomnia  

 and other sleep disorders

• Laughter is a simple and effective way to  

 counter stress. It lowers levels of stress  

 hormones including cortisol and adrenaline,  

 and stimulates the release of feel-good  

 hormones like dopamine

• Russia, France and Italy poll as the least  

 stressed nations

• Chocolate reduces stress due to the   

 antioxidant content

• Chronic stress bathes the brain in chemicals  

 meant to be for emergency use only. This  

 can kill off healthy brain cells

• Working mothers with little support have a  

 much greater risk of stress-related suicide

• The brain and nerves, muscles and joints,  

 heart, stomach, pancreas, intestines and  

 reproductive system can all be affected by  

 stress

• Food and drink with a high vitamin C  

 content can reduce levels of stress   

 hormones in the body. Two glasses of orange  

 juice per day is recommended

• The magnesium and potassium in oatmeal  

 can reduce blood pressure and promote  

 relaxation. Oatmeal consumption can also  

 increase levels of “happy hormone” serotonin
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riving when sleep deprived can be as dangerous as driving drunk. 

Many people lose the ability to predict when they will fall asleep 

if they are very tired, with potentially deadly consequences for 

themselves and other road users. 

Causes
Failure to prioritise sleep, leading to sleep deprivation. Failure to recognise 

the danger of sleep deprivation, and driving.

Solutions 
Recognising the crucial importance of sleep in mental alertness and 

concentration. Not driving when tired. Being aware of danger signs, including 

heavy eyelids, yawning, drifting into another lane, not remembering the 

last few kilometres driven, or struggling to focus. If you notice any of these 

symptoms, don’t just wind down the window. Pull over and take a nap, or if 

you can, change drivers.
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• A study in Australia showed that cognitive impairment after approximately 18 hours   

 awake is approximately equivalent to a person with a blood alcohol content of 0.05%.   

 which is considered legally drunk

• After 24 hours awake, it is closer to 0.10%

• 17% of fatal crashes in America between 1999 and 2008 involved a drowsy driver

• Drowsy driving is thought to be a highly under-reported cause of many car accidents

• Shift workers, commercial drivers, people taking sedative medications and those with   

 undiagnosed or untreated sleep disorders are at greater risk of falling asleep at the wheel

• Adults aged 18 – 29 are most likely to drive drowsy

• Men are more likely than women to drive drowsy, and to fall asleep at the wheel 
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The History  The History  
of  Sleepof  Sleep
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The History  The History  
of  Sleepof  Sleep

“If you’re going to do something tonight 
that you’ll be sorry for tomorrow 

morning,  
sleep late.”

Henny Youngman

45
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Historical evidence shows that our forefathers slept differently to 

us. While a single 7 - 8 hour stretch is now considered ideal, our 

ancestors slept in two discrete blocks of time, sometimes referred 

to as a bi-modal sleep pattern. The first sleep lasted approximately 4 

hours, followed by 1 - 2 hours of wakefulness where people read, wrote, 

talked, prayed, had sex, or lay in quiet contemplation. 

Historian Roger Ekirch of Virginia Tech published a paper on this subject 

in 2001, using knowledge gained from 16 years of research. He found 

more than 500 references to support the existence of a first and second 

sleep pattern, drawn from sources as diverse as literature, prayer books, 

medical texts and court documents. These were days before electric  

lights and heating, when nights were less suited to industry and 

recreational activities and the hours of darkness were considered 

the domain of ne’er do wells such as drunks and criminals. Within a  

few hours of sunset, people would retire for their first sleep. 

It appears the practice started to wane during the latter part of the 

17th century. By the 1920s, a single sleep had become the accepted 

norm across all sections of society. 

           How humans have slept thr
ough time
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The lesson from this little piece of history? If you wake up at night and 

lie awake awhile, try not to worry about it. For one thing, that will make 

it harder to settle back to sleep. But for another, this type of segmented 

sleep did our ancestors no harm at all. In fact, it seems there were 

some real benefits, including greater time for intimacy and thoughtful 

consideration of their dreams. If the pressures of contemporary life 

have led to deficits in these areas, it could be an opportunity to relax 

and enjoy. 

How sleep has changed in our modern world
There are conflicting theories about how sleep has changed since the 

advent of industrialisation and electricity. Some researchers believe 

that the prevalence of artificial light has affected our circadian rhythms, 

causing us to sleep less than our ancient ancestors. Yet recent studies 

conducted in modern day hunter-gatherer and hunter-horticulturist 

societies in Africa and Bolivia appear to disprove this assertion. Despite 

having no access to electricity and spending evenings around a 

campfire, the people of these traditional societies slept on average 

6 hours and 25 minutes per night, slightly less than their TV watching, 

internet-dependent counterparts in the West. 

One interesting pattern this research identified related to temperature. 

The people studied invariably fell asleep when the temperature was 

falling, waking when it reached its lowest point as the sun was rising. 

The researchers hope to utilise this phenomenon to assist people 

with insomnia, as they may benefit from sleeping in a room that gets  

steadily cooler. 

There is a sense in the modern world that sleep has become scarce; 

a casualty of our busy lifestyles. Yet as we learn more about the vital 

importance of sleep to our health and wellbeing, this knowledge may 

compel us to rethink our priorities.
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here are marked differences in sleep patterns across cultures. In different 

parts of the world, sleeping habits are influenced by local environments, 

cultural norms and beliefs. 

Co-sleeping with babies and infants remains common in developing societies, 

while in the West concerns over accidental smothering have caused the practice to 

become less acceptable. 

Anthropologist John Whiting evaluated the sleeping habits of 136 cultures. The most 

common configuration of sleeping arrangements was mother and baby together 

and the father in another place (50%). 

Egyptians habitually sleep for two hours in the afternoon, and another six at night. 

They rarely sleep alone, sharing quarters with several family members. 

Men and women were more likely to sleep together in cold climates.

Naps were more common for Brazilians at 42%, but rare for Japanese at just 12%.

A 2002 study of ten developed countries found that people in Japan and Korea slept 

the least, averaging 6 – 7 hours, while most French people sleep for close to 9 hours 

per night, with Spanish and Americans close behind on 8 ½ hours. 

 

Insomnia and sleep issues were experienced by over 32% of Belgians, while only 10% 

of Austrians had these problems.

Sleeping medications were often used by South Africans (53%) and Portugese (46%) 

but rarely by Austrians (10%) or Japanese (15%).

Other studies found that a quarter of people in the U.S., Canada and the U.K. hardly 

ever get a decent night’s rest during the working week. 

47% of people in the U.S. and 62% of people in Mexico pray or meditate in the hour 

before they settle down to sleep.

 

           Sleep across c
ultures
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“But, Sleep. I will think about Sleep. I 
am determined to think about Sleep. I 

must hold the word Sleep tight and fast, or 
I shall be off at a tangent in half a second.”

Charles Dickens, ‘Lying Awake’ (1852)
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Sleeping AidsSleeping Aids
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here are numerous natural remedies that purportedly 

assist with sleep. Here are seven of the best.

Tart cherry juice
Drinking a cup of tart cherry juice before bed provides a 

boost of tryptophan, the amino acid that acts as a precursor 

to serotonin. Serotonin converts to melatonin, the body’s 

natural sleep hormone.

Lavender
Putting lavender drops on your pillow, or making a lavender 

sleep sachet may help calm the mind and encourage 

sleep. The scent appears to have a relaxing effect.

Valerian 
The roots of the valerian plant are thought to increases levels 

of gamma aminobutyric acid (GABA), which help to calm 

the nerves. Valerian can be taken as a tea, but it is also 

available in capsule form from health food stores. 

           Natural sleep rem
edies
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Magnesium
Magnesium plays a role in the functioning of GABA 

receptors and acts as a muscle relaxant. Taking a 

magnesium supplement before bed can aid relaxation 

and help to prevent teeth grinding.

Melatonin
Melatonin is the body’s natural sleep hormone. Taking a 

melatonin supplement can be helpful, especially for shift 

workers or to combat jet lag.

L-theanine 
An amino acid that increases REM sleep cycles and 

promotes a deeper, more restful sleep overall. Best taken in 

supplement form, 50 – 200 mg before bedtime. L-theanine 

also promotes clear alertness during the day. 

Chamomile tea
Thought to assist with tense muscles and anxiety, 

chamomile tea is recommended for consumption after 

dinner, so you don’t have to get up and go to the toilet in 

the middle of the night. 
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S leeping medications are divided into two main categories: prescription and 

over-the-counter. Taking sleeping medications should be a last resort, as they 

can cause unwanted side-effects and may compound the problem if used 

for a prolonged period of time. (Here’s what you need to know).

Prescription medications for sleep
Benzodiazepines are the most commonly used prescription medicine for 

sleep. When people talk about “sleeping pills” they are generally referring to a 

benzodiazepine. Halcion, Temazepam and Xanax belong to the benzodiazepine 

family of drugs. These pills are generally effective in inducing sleep, but can 

produce a groggy sensation the following day. They can also be habit forming, 

leading to further insomnia coupled with withdrawal symptoms such as anxiety 

and/or headaches when the medication is discontinued. These drugs are not 

generally recommended for long term use due to these issues. They may be helpful 

occasionally, such as during a long distance flight or for the odd night during a 

time of extreme stress. 

Antidepressants can have a sedative effect, particularly the older style, tricyclic 

type including Doxepin, Amitriptyline and Nortriptyline. Treating depression can 

resolve insomnia by correcting a deficiency in serotonin, which affects levels of 

melatonin. Antidepressants are not considered to be habit forming, but they must 

be taken strictly as directed and should not be discontinued without medical 

supervision. 

Over-the-counter medications for sleep
Most over the counter sleeping medications are antihistamines. This includes 

nasal decongestant tablets, which sometimes have a “night” formulation. These 

medications have been assessed as safe enough to sell without a prescription. 

However they can still cause drowsiness the following day and it’s important to 

stick to the recommended dose.

               Pharmaceuticals
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he pitfalls of sleep deprivation are well-documented, but 

oversleeping has also been linked to medical issues. Of note 

is that clinical depression and low socio-economic status are 

associated with a tendency to oversleep. Each of these conditions 

may create a susceptibility to other health problems. Oversleeping is 

generally defined as sleeping for over 9 hours per night. 

Heart disease
Lack of exercise and obesity are linked to heart disease. There are 

correlations between these conditions and oversleeping. People who 

oversleep are 38% more likely to develop heart disease.

 

               The ill-effects of over 
sleeping
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Diabetes
People who sleep for more than 9 hours a night are 50% more likely 

to develop diabetes. It is thought that the oversleeping, rather than 

causing diabetes, is a symptom of other underlying problems which 

can lead to diabetes. 

 

Obesity
More time sleeping equates to less time being active and burning 

calories. This can lead to obesity. 

 

Headaches
This is a common side effect of oversleeping. It’s caused by a disturbance 

to the neurotransmitters of the brain. 

 

Back pain
Sleeping too much can exacerbate or cause back pain. Keeping active 

is better for your back. 
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Many studies have found that people who sleep for 9 or more hours per 

night have notably higher death rates than those who sleep for 7 – 8 

hours per night. Because depression and low socio-economic status are 

linked to early death, it is difficult to assert that oversleeping is the single 

causal factor in these higher death rates.



58 7 Mistakes When Buying A Bed 58

Dreams and Dreams and 

Nightmares Nightmares 
ExploredExplored
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“Dreaming permits each and every one of us 
to be quietly and safely insane every night of 

our lives”

William Dement
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What are they?

Dreams are images and narratives produced by 

the mind while we sleep. It is not uncommon to 

dream 4 – 6 times per night. We can experience 

dreams in vivid reality, though most often they vanish like 

mist as we wake. There are different theories about why we 

dream. Sigmund Freud believed dreams were projections 

of the subconscious mind, revealing our innermost 

thoughts, fears and desires. Some neuroscientists think 

dreams are a means of processing and sorting the vast 

intake of information that our brains receive every day. 

Memory consolidation and emotional regulation may be 

enhanced by the dreaming process. Whatever the truth 

may be, studies have demonstrated the importance of 

dreams to our wellbeing. Dreams generally occur during 

REM sleep. When people are consistently deprived 

of the REM sleep stage, they become tense, anxious, 

depressed, struggle to concentrate and gain weight. 

Nightmares are frightening dreams. They can be a 

response to trauma, such as being the victim of a crime. 

Nightmares can also be caused by stress, fear and anxiety. 

Depressed people may be more prone to nightmares. 

Certain medications that act on brain chemicals can 

also cause nightmares, including antidepressants, 

narcotics and L-dopa, which is prescribed for Parkinson’s 

disease. Withdrawal from alcohol, drugs and some 

prescription medications can also cause nightmares. 

Sleep deprivation can be another trigger. Nightmares 

are more frequent in the early hours of the morning, 

when REM sleep cycles are at their longest. Common 

nightmares include trying unsuccessfully to outrun a 

threat of some description or falling from a great height. 

For people who have survived a traumatic event, they 

may relive it in recurring nightmares, adding to their 

distress

Regular exercise and relaxation exercises may help 
reduce the incidence and frequency of nightmares. 
Avoiding late night snacks is also advisable, as the 
metabolic activity they stimulate may be another 
cause of nightmares. 

               Dreams and nightmares
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What can dreams mean? 
There are many different theories about what dreams 

may mean, with interpretations influenced by culture, 

religion and beliefs. 

 

Carl Jung 
He Was a protégé of Freud who shared many of his ideas 

about the unconscious mind. Jung’s interpretation of 

the phenomenon was spiritual rather than primal and 

sexual. This divergence of beliefs led Jung to branch out 

alone, leaving his own legacy of dream interpretation 

theory. Jung’s view of dreams was perhaps less cynical 

than Freud’s. Rather than repression released, he viewed 

dreams as windows to inner thoughts and feelings, a 

way of connecting with the essence of self to achieve 

peace and harmony. Jung believed that the literal or 

manifest content of the dream could be as important 

as the latent or symbolic meaning. Jung recognised 

archetypal characters or symbols that he believed 

represented universal concepts common to all people. 

Jung also believed the dreamer could interpret their  

own dreams.

 

Sigmund Freud 
He Was one of the most influential figures in twentieth 

century psychology, and his theories of dream analysis 

provide an enduring narrative as to the form and 

content of dreams. To Freud, dreams were repressed 

thoughts and feelings projected in a warped, funhouse 

mirror version of their pure and literal form. He would 

interpret dreams in accordance with this theory. Freud 

believed the literal, or manifest content of a dream 

shrouded a symbolic, inner meaning (latent content) 

which related to a wish or desire. Freud examined the 

idea of symbols in dreams, objects that were linked to 

specific meanings. Many were sexual, in keeping with 

the idea of phallic symbols: swords, guns and poles. 

Sigmund Freud perceived the unconscious mind as 

animalistic; a place where base instincts lay dormant, 

reaching out into the conscious mind through the 

medium of dreams. 
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he idea of dream control is fascinating, and the stuff of science fiction 

movies. But it turns out dream control isn’t such a far-fetched concept 

after all. Modern brain imaging technology has taught us more about how 

different parts of the brain are activated during dreaming. 

Certain parts of the brain are more active during REM sleep cycles:
Visual cortex, which controls visual experiences

Motor cortex, which controls motion and movement

Other areas are less active:
Prefrontal cortex, responsible for logical, rational thought and reasoning, impulse 

control

This may explain the vivid, visual nature of dreams and the ability of some people 

to “dream up” creative solutions to problems in their sleep, while the logical thinking 

part is napping. 

 

How to sleep your way to a problem solved
Directly before you go to bed, think of the problem.

Write it down.

Because dreams are so visual, if possible, have an item or collection of items that 

you connect with the problem. For example, If you’re having financial troubles, use 

some bills or coins. For a personality conflict, a photo of the person you’d like to get 

on better with.

Keep a pen and paper beside your bed, too.

When you wake up, write down what you can remember of your dream immediately.

Keep up this practice for 2 weeks, and see how many problems you can solve! 

One study found that within just one week, half the participants dreamed of their 

chosen problem and a quarter dreamed of a solution.

 

               Can you cont
rol dreams
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surprising health  surprising health  
benef its of  benef its of  

adequate sleepadequate sleep
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“Sleep is that golden chain that ties health 
and our bodies together.”

Thomas Dekker

Did you know…

Some studies have found that the efficacy of vaccinations can be 

improved by the recipients being well-rested. A good night’s sleep is 

known to support optimal immune function.

 

One study found that people who routinely got less than seven hours sleep 

a night were three times more likely to catch the common cold. Those 

least likely to catch a cold were people who reported good quality sleep  

most nights. 

 

Getting enough sleep may help prevent cancer, because the sleep 

hormone melatonin appears to have cancer fighting and anti-tumour 

properties.

 

A study of 24,000 Greek adults found that those who napped regularly had 

a lower risk of dying from heart disease.

 

The glymphatic system in the brain clears it of a substance called beta 
amyloid — which is a precursor to Alzheimer’s. This system is 10 times more 

active when you’re sleeping than when you are awake. If you consistently 

get 7 – 8 hours’ sleep a night, your chances of developing Alzheimer’ 

 are reduced. 

 

Getting a good night’s sleep can reduce premenstrual symptoms, 

particularly those relating to mood.

 

Insulin is the hormone that regulates your blood sugar level. Adequate 

sleep supports this function, while lack of sleep can lead to high blood 

sugar creating symptoms of diabetes in otherwise healthy people. 
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How Sleeping  
How Sleeping  

Changes With Age
Changes With Age

“My father said there were two kinds of 
people in the world: givers and takers. The 
takers may eat better, but the givers sleep 

better.”

Marlo Thomas
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Babies have high sleep needs due to the significant growth during these early 

years of life. Babies’ sleep cycles are different too, as they spend more time in 

rapid eye movement (REM) sleep. This is linked to brain development, which 

is progressing at a rapid rate from birth to 3 years (90% of total brain development 

takes place during this period). 

0 – 6 weeks 
REM sleep is a lighter sleep, closer to wakefulness in terms of brain activity. For 

this reason, babies are easily woken. Their circadian rhythms are still developing 

too. These factors help to explain why babies will generally wake every 3 – 4 hours 

during the first 6 weeks of life; combined with their need to feed regularly to fuel their 

growth. A newborn sleeps between 16 and 18 hours per day. 

 

By age 2 weeks, you can start gently teaching a baby the difference between night 

and day. Keep the house light and bright during daytime hours, and stimulate 

baby by encouraging her to look at toys and mobiles, or listen to happy songs. At 

night, keep the house dimly lit and quiet. 

6 – 8 weeks
By this time, babies are often sleeping longer at night and having more deep sleep 

cycles. Babies of this age will usually still wake to feed during the night. At this age, 

babies can learn to fall asleep in their bassinet or cot. When you notice signs of 

sleepiness, put baby down and let them settle themselves. 

 

3 – 6 months
Babies of this age will sleep on average 13 - 15 hours per day. About 8 - 10 hours 

will be at night, with the remainder taken in naps during the day. By age 6 months, 

babies have usually reduced their daytime naps from several to just two. A good 

bedtime for a baby of this age is 7pm, and having set daily nap times is also 

advisable. Waking a baby at the same time each morning helps to reset their body 

clock and keep them in a good routine.

 

6 – 9 months
Babies at this age need about 14 hours sleep over a 24 hour period. They will sleep 

about 7 hours at night and usually still have two naps during the day. Having a 

bedtime ritual is helpful at this age, changing baby into pyjamas, and singing a 

lullaby. Keep to the same time each night, and do each step of your routine in the 

same order. 

 

               Babies
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9 – 12 months
At this age, babies are often sleeping 11 – 12 hours a night and napping twice a day for 

about an hour at a time. Try to stick to a routine with bedtimes and nap times, and keep 

up your bedtime ritual to reinforce the schedule. 

 

1 – 3 years
A toddler of this age sleeps 10 – 12 hours per day. They will often have one daytime nap, 

for 1 – 2 hours. Keeping to a routine and sleep ritual will benefit the child and make life 

easier for the parents. 
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Children
3 – 5 years

A child of this age usually sleeps for 11 – 12 hours per night. They may have 

moved past the daytime nap stage, but still benefit from some quiet time in 

the afternoon. 

 

School-aged children (5 – 12 years)
School-aged children need 10 – 11 hours of sleep each night. Sleep is critical 

for school students, as it affects their ability to concentrate during the day. 

Sleep deprivation can cause children to be irritable and hyperactive, or 

results in behavioural problems that may impact on their interpersonal 

relationships as well as their learning and focus. One of the modern-day 

issues exacerbating childhood sleep deprivation is technology. Brightly 

lit laptops, TVs and handheld electronic devices used in the evenings 

can affect circadian rhythms, making it harder for children to fall asleep. 

Restricting the use of these devices after school is advisable, especially 

banning use two hours before bedtime.

 

               Children/Teenagers
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Teenagers
Teenagers need 9 – 10 hours of sleep per night due to the demands of 

puberty on their bodies. At this time, changes in their circadian rhythms 

can make it hard for teens to go to sleep early in the evening. For many, 

10 – 11pm is a natural bedtime, yet they have to wake up early for school. 

This can create a sleep debt. If your teen wants to sleep in on the weekend, 

chances are they need to rest. Even so, it’s better if they can keep to a 

regular sleep/wake schedule for the full 7 days. 
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Mid-life
For adults, 7 – 8 hours of sleep a night is generally considered optimal. 

Research conducted on more than 15,000 healthy women aged 70+ found 

that those who had regularly under-slept (5 hours or less) or over-slept 

(9 hours or more) were more likely to experience memory problems later 

in life. The other causal factor identified was those whose sleep patterns 

changed by two hours or more per night, which had a comparable effect on 

memory to under-sleeping or over-sleeping. There is also evidence linking 

sleep disturbances to the onset of dementia and Alzheimer’s in the elderly. 

Risk factors include shift work and health conditions that create problems  

with sleep. 

               Mid-Life
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First trimester
During pregnancy, levels of the hormone progesterone rise in the body. 

Progesterone has a relaxing effect that can cause women to feel drowsy, along 

with relaxing the bladder muscles resulting in an increased need to urinate. 

Daytime sleepiness is a common problem in the first trimester. For women who 

aren’t working during the day, taking a nap can help. Bladder compression 

is a problem in the first trimester, even though the foetus is still quite small. 

Women experience a decrease in deep sleep cycles during the first trimester, 

resulting in night-time awakenings. Nausea and a need to use the bathroom 

frequently can add to sleep disturbances. 

Pregnancy
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Second trimester
In the second trimester, the uterus moves up from the pelvis area into the abdomen. 

This relieves pressure on the bladder, sometimes resulting in less night-time toilet trips. 

For many women, the second trimester is the easiest part of pregnancy. Nausea 

has usually eased off and they have more energy. It’s a good time to get into a 

routine of regular exercise, within safe limits, during the day. This will help boost overall 

wellbeing, and assist with sleep too. Vivid dreams, snoring and leg cramps can 

become a problem during the second trimester. Experts recommend that pregnant 

women get plenty of rest during this time, due to the demands of growing a baby on 

their bodies. 

Third trimester
This is generally the worst part of pregnancy when it comes to sleep. Most women are 

too big to lie comfortably, and sleep with pillows wedged around them to help. Some 

find it easier to sleep with the upper half of their bodies slightly elevated, especially 

if they suffer from heartburn. Now that the foetus is bigger, pressure on the bladder 

becomes a problem once again. Foetal movements are stronger and can also 

contribute to sleep deprivation. Women are advised to rest as much as they can, 

taking naps if need be. 

 

               Pregnancy/Menopause
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Menopause
Sometimes known as “the change of life”, menopause is a time of hormonal 

upheaval and physiological adjustment for women. 

The ovaries begin to produce less estrogen and progesterone. Progesterone is a 

hormone that enhances relaxation, so as levels reduce, sleep can be compromised. 

Hot flashes can also interrupt sleep. These surges of heat flood the face and chest 

with warmth and colour, lasting for several minutes at a time. The uncomfortable 

sensations can cause multiple night-time awakenings. 

Not all women experience hot flashes, but 75-85% do. Hot flashes can persist for 1 – 5 

years, creating a significant impact on sleep quality over an extended period of time. 

Insomnia is more common during menopause, and also post-menopause, where as 

many as 60% of women experience symptoms. 

The other sleep problem during menopause? Snoring! It can develop or worsen in 

severity during menopause, and persist post-menopause.

To combat the effects of menopause naturally, soy products may be helpful. Soy 

contains phytoestrogen, a botanical hormone similar to estrogen that may help 

alleviate symptoms. Soy products to try include tofu, soymilk and soybeans. 

Supplemental phytoestrogens can be used, including black cohosh, dong quai, 

ginseng and red clover. 
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Elderly
It’s often said that people need less sleep as they age, but research suggests this 

may not be true. An average adult needs 7 – 8 hours per night, and the same is 

true of the elderly. 

The various health issues that accompany aging, such as aching joints and heart 

problems, can make sleep more elusive.

Elderly people can develop problems with their circadian rhythms. Some may 

become tired in the early evening, then wake up earlier in the morning. This is 

known as advanced sleep phase syndrome. 

Sleep fragmentation, where a person wakes up multiple times during the night, is 

more prevalent in the elderly. 

76 7 Mistakes When Buying a Bed

               Elderly



77

Sleep latency, where it takes a person a long time to fall asleep, is another issue 

that increases with age. A study of adults over 65 revealed 36% of women and 

13% of men in this age group took more than 30 minutes to fall asleep. 

Older people spend more time in the lighter phases of the sleep cycle, and less 

time in the deep, restorative stages of sleep.

It is possible that older adults may produce and secrete less melatonin.

There are strong links between disordered sleep in the elderly and the 

medications they take to treat their various illnesses.

Many elderly people who are healthy continue to sleep soundly. 
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Sleep HygieneSleep Hygiene
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“Sleeping is my drug, my bed is my dealer 
and my alarm clock is the police.” 

 
Author unknown
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I t might sound simplistic, but one of the best ways to create a restful sleeping area is 

to keep your bedroom entirely focused on sleep and intimacy. With this dual purpose 

in mind, the room can be designed to promote relaxation and connectedness. 

Ban all electronic devices  
It’s best to avoid the brightly lit screens of electronic devices for two hours before bedtime, 

and even e-readers have a blue light that can interfere with the release of melatonin, 

delaying sleep onset.  

 

Ban reminders of work 
Keep work-related items out of the bedroom, as reminders of work make it harder to 

switch off. The same goes for text books if you’re a student, or anything else that causes 

you stress. This could include family photos, depending on your family dynamics. Such 

items, while important, are best kept in another room of the house. 

 

               Make your bedroom more restfu l
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Choose a peaceful colour scheme
The link between colours and mood state is evidence-based. Research has shown 

the most relaxing colours include pale blue, light yellow, baby pink and soft green. 

 

Banish clutter
It’s not relaxing to be surrounded by mess. In fact, studies have shown that clutter 
increases levels of the stress hormone cortisol. Keep your sleeping space clutter-

free. Make use of drawers and cupboards so that everything is tidied away before 

bedtime.

Invest in quality bedding
High thread-count sheets cost a little more, but pay dividends in comfort and 

sensuality.

 

Install dimmers on lights
As it draws closer to sleep time, dimming the lights helps with the process of winding 

down for the night. If you’re sharing your room with someone special, It can also be 

a romantic signal.

 

Make your room smell nice
A room that smells good is a room you’ll be happy to spend time in. Opt for subtle 

scents rather than anything overpowering. Scented citrus oils such as orange or 

lemon lend a freshness to your sleeping space, while vanilla and lavender are good 

choices to promote sleep. 
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R esearch has provided a greater understanding of how to design an environment 

conducive to sound sleep. Once you’ve created a restful room, consider these 

hints to further optimise your sleeping space... 

Keep your room cool
Not freezing cold, but not warm either. Body temperature is linked to circadian 

rhythms, and an overheated room can make for a restless night. While there is no 

specific temperature recommended for a good night’s sleep, work out a temperature 

that feels comfortable for you and be mindful that cooler is better. 

 

Keep your room dark
This is one of the most important things you can do to ensure a good night’s sleep. 

Opt for curtains with a black out lining so you can sleep until you’re ready to wake up 

naturally, on the weekends at least. This also gives you the option of blacking out your 

room if you need to take a nap. 

 

Keep your room quiet
Some people find it easier to settle down to sleep with a little background noise, but 

the volume needs to be low. Having a partner who snores can be challenging in 

this regard, and it’s an issue that needs to be addressed. For some people, a white 

noise machine may be helpful. These devices emit a gentle static-like sound, or other 

relaxing sounds such as waves crashing, rain falling or traffic on a motorway.  If you 

are one of the many people who suffer from tinnitus (a persistent ringing or buzzing in 

the ears), this can be a great help in masking the effects.

 

Sleep on a good quality mattress and pillows
A decent mattress should last about 10 years. Beyond this, it might be time for an 

upgrade.  It’s often said that harder beds are better for your back, but there’s no 

set rule around this. Work out what feels most comfortable for you. Pillows should be  

allergen-free. 

 

Sleep in clean air
One of the easiest ways to filter the air in your home is with house plants. For the 

bedroom, pick snake plants (“Mother-in-Law’s Tongue”), which absorb carbon dioxide 

and release oxygen during the night. 

 

               Optimal sleep enviro
nments
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Sleep with a partner
Studies have shown that those who sleep with a mate report better quality of sleep than 

those who sleep alone, even when factors like snoring are taken into consideration.

 

Don’t sleep with children or pets
They’re members of the family, but sharing your bed with children or pets can lead to 

disturbed nights. Keep them in their own special sleeping quarters. 
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Go to sleep at the same time each night, 
wake up at the same time each morning
This includes weekends or days off work. If you  

maintain a consistent sleep schedule, it supports the 

regulation of your circadian rhythms. 

 

Exercise for at least 20 minutes a day
Any kind of exercise will help you to sleep, but the 

kind that makes you work up a sweat is best. Avoid 

vigorous aerobic exercise right before bedtime, as 

recovery can interfere with sleep. Exercise tires you 

out, but it also promotes the release of serotonin in the 

brain, which is the precursor to melatonin, the body’s 

sleep hormone.

 

Make sure you see the daylight
Exposure to daylight encourages the body to produce 

melatonin at night-time. Getting at least two hours 

of sunlight a day is optimal. If you’re confined to an 

office, a lack of natural light can cause daytime 

drowsiness. Going for a walk in the midday sun can 

help stave off the “mid-afternoon crash” that many 

people experience between 2pm and 3pm. 

 

Avoid alcohol and caffeine in the evenings

               Practical tips for a good nights rest
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Alcohol may initially make you feel sleepy, but the process 

of metabolising it in the body creates blood sugar spikes 

that can cause wakefulness. Caffeine is a stimulant and 

should be avoided for 6 hours before bedtime.

 

In cold weather, put on warm socks before 
you go to sleep
Studies have shown that having warm feet can make 

you fall asleep more quickly. 

 

Don’t go to bed until you’re really, really tired
There’s nothing more discouraging than staring at the 

ceiling, or tossing and turning, when all you want to do 

is fall asleep. Wait until you’re really tired before you go 

to bed, and if you’ve been lying awake for more than 

20 minutes, get up and do some kind of quiet, non-

stimulating activity for a while.

 

Avoid heavy meals and lots of fluids in the 
evenings
Indigestion, reflux or simply the natural process of 

metabolising a big meal can promote wakefulness. Lots 

of fluids can result in 2am trips to the bathroom. Opt for 

a light evening meal, and keep drinks of any kind to a 

minimum.
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T aking the time to relax before bed will make it easier to fall asleep.  

 Here are some top tips for creating your own relaxing bed time routine...

Take a hot bath or shower
A bath is ideal, but a shower is still effective. The hot water helps to soothe and 

relax your body, while you visualise the stresses of the day washing away from you. 

The other benefit is that after you dry off, your body temperature will drop slightly, 

which sends a signal to the brain to produce more melatonin, for a deeper, more  

restful sleep. 

 

Slip into something comfortable
Personal preference plays a role, but as a guideline soft cotton is nice for 

summer, while flannel is cosy for winter.

 

Play some peaceful music
Classical or chill-out, ambient or reggae, pick a soothing genre that sings to 

your soul.

 

Read a book
Preferably nothing work-related or to do with study. Reading as a relaxation 

exercise requires something more escapist, like a crime or romance novel.

 

Do some gentle stretches
While vigorous exercise is not a good idea before bed, stretching can help 

ease tight muscles before settling down to sleep. 

 

Drink a cup of warm, spiced milk  
Add 1/8 of a teaspoon of ground nutmeg to a cup of warm milk. Nutmeg works 

to soothe the nervous system, while milk promotes the release of tryptophan, 

an amino acid that helps with sleep.

 

               Creating a relaxing bedroom routine
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Wind down before you go to bed
Try and leave the stresses of the day behind you before you go to bed. As you lie 

down to sleep, think of three things that went right during the day, so you can finish 

it off on a positive note.
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It’s far from scientific, but the position you sleep in has been linked to personality 
traits, similar to horoscopes. Check yours out and see if it’s a match!

FOETAL
Even for grown adults, this is the most popular sleeping position, favoured by 

approximately 45% of people most nights. It is said that those who sleep curled up 

have a tough exterior, but a shy and sensitive soul. Foetal sleepers tend to be deep 

thinkers who are prone to worry. 

 

               Sleep styles and interpretatio
ns
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STARFISH
This is the least favoured sleeping position, which is lucky, as it makes snoring more likely! 

The starfish sleeper lies on their back with their legs outstretched, their arms and hands up 

by their heads as though commanded by a bank robber. Starfish sleepers are said to be 

the most loyal friends, always willing to lend a hand to those in need. However - they do 

tend to hog most of the bed space!

 

SOLDIER
Soldier sleepers lie flat on their backs with their arms by their sides in a straight, closed 

stance. People who sleep in this position are said to be silent, serious and intolerant of 

frivolity. They expect perfection and may be unwilling to compromise. 
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FREEFALLER
As though falling from the sky, the freefaller snoozes on their stomach, cheek to the pillow, 

arms encircling it. Freefallers are said to be open, friendly and playful. These extroverted 

types can sometimes get themselves into strife by being too direct, yet they are sensitive to 

criticism. Freefaller sleepers hide an inner anxiety and a need to control behind their sunny 

and gregarious demeanours. 
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LOG
Log sleepers lie on their sides, with straight legs and closed arms. Unlike the soldier 

however, log sleepers are relaxed and sociable types who get on with people from all 

walks of life. Log sleepers can be very trusting, which can make them seem a bit naïve. 

 

YEARNER
This sleeper is another side-sleeper, but with arms outstretched in front. People who sleep 

in this position are said to possess the conflicting traits of warmth and openness coupled 

with suspicion and cynicism. Yearner sleepers can take a long time to make decisions, 

and they can be stubborn and unyielding. 
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Back pain can keep you awake at night, but certain sleeping positions can help 
to alleviate it. Try the following suggestions...

On your back with a pillow beneath your knees
This helps to keep your spine in a neutral position. For extra support, roll up a towel 

and place it in the curve of your lower back. 

 

On your side with a pillow between your knees
Position a rolled up towel under your waist. 

 

In the foetal position
The slight curving encourages the joints in the spine to open up, relieving pain. 

Position a pillow between your knees and ankles to further reduce tension in the 

spine, hips and pelvis.

 

Avoid sleeping on your stomach if you have back pain. This position can add 
pressure to the lower back. 
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sleep together:sleep together:    

problems and solutionsproblems and solutions
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“The very last person you think about right before 
you fall asleep. That’s who your heart belongs to.” 

Anonymous
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OWL VS LARK

We know some people are night owls, while others are early birds. There is even evidence 

to suggest a genetic predisposition to be one or the other. For couples, a mismatch of 

sleeping patterns can be a significant relationship issue, one requiring understanding 

and negotiation. 

Expert suggestions:
• Acknowledge your differences, and approach the issue in a spirit of goodwill

• Make an agreement to give each other space in the early mornings and late evenings

• Schedule “couple time” at times of the day when you’re both fresh and focused

• Keep important discussions confined to these times too

• If you both feel like you need more time together, it may be that you come to a mutual  

 agreement that one person tries to shift their sleep pattern to conform with the other

• This can be attempted by gradually moving bedtime back or forward until you are more  

 in sync

• Remember that you both need 7 – 8 hours a night for optimal health and functioning

Vs
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HEATER VS FRIDGE
or male/female couples, it’s often the man who’s hot, while the woman 

feels the chill. Scientific evidence shows that women have a more evenly 

distributed layer of fat, which results in blood diverting more readily to their 

inner organs when the temperature drops. This results in cold extremities. Women’s 

body temperature also drops more quickly at night. It is surmised that these 

differences may relate to women’s role in procreation. For some couples though, 

it’s the man who feels the cold and women can become “hot sleepers” during 

menopause. Either way, if one half of a couple is a night-time ice block while the 

other is a hot potato, a bit of creativity is required to ensure a successful co-sleeping 

arrangement.

Expert suggestions:
• For the hot half, wearing pyjamas draws perspiration away from the body,   

 resulting in a cooler, more comfortable sleep

• A fan directed at your face can rapidly reduce body temperature as a lot of   

 heat can be lost through the cheeks

• No cuddly sleeping. It increases heat, which only works for one of you.

• For the cold half, wear warm socks to bed. This increases body heat and helps  

 you to fall asleep more quickly

• Get an electric blanket that heats each side of the bed separately. 

• There are special types of bedding which are divided into light weight and   

 heavier weight warmth preferences, and others that allow for the addition of   

 customized inserts.

 

Vs
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SNORER VS LISTENER
his can be one of the most challenging sleep problems couples face. If snoring is severe,  

turning the snorer over may have little effect. If you notice your mate snores with snorts 

and sudden silences, this could be a sign of sleep apnoea, a more serious condition 

requiring medical assessment.  See the snoring section of this book for recommendations about 

how snoring may be addressed. If it looks like you’re just going to have to deal with it, here are 

some ideas.

Expert suggestions:
• Go to bed before your snoring partner. Ask them to let you fall asleep first.

• Wear ear plugs. For some people, this works well.

• Use a white noise machine. This can drown out the snoring noise with more peaceful sounds.

• Get your partner a C-PAP machine. This Darth Vaderesque contraption is effective in stopping  

 snoring and treating sleep apnoea. Expensive, but worthwhile.

• If all else fails, many couples maintain happy relationships in spite of sleeping in separate  

 bedrooms. The key is to ensure you make time for intimacy. Chronic sleep deprivation is likely  

 to have a serious negative impact on any relationship, and should be avoided at all costs.

 

Vs
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TV VS SILENCE

Some people need background noise to sleep, while others prefer silence. Luckily, there’s a 

handy invention called headphones that solves this problem rather neatly. Use them, and 

all should be well. 

 

Vs
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SOFT MATTRESS VS HARD MATTRESS

T his is another area where personal preferences can be divergent. With the  

 advent of modern furniture design, there are now beds that allow for each side  

 of the bed to be customised to the firmness or softness desired by the sleeper  

 in question. Consider it an investment in your health and happiness.

 

Vs
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LIGHT VS DARK
his is a matter of personal preference, but a dark environment promotes a 

deeper, more restful sleep. Some children have an aversion of the dark that 

extends into adulthood, in which case a compromise may be necessary. The 

person who prefers darkness may choose to wear a satin sleep mask, while the one 

who needs light may be able to cope with a dim or softly coloured bulb rather than 

something bright and glary. 

 

Vs
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CUDDLER VS SPACE CADET

A re we cuddly sleepers? If both people are in agreement, sleeping wrapped in 

each other’s arms can be the best part of the day for a happy couple. On the 

other hand, differences in body temperature and need for personal space can 

create a conundrum for some. Communication is key to resolving this one successfully, so 

that both people get their needs met. It may be that cuddles are kept for a few minutes 

after lights out, when the space cadet can move over to their side to settle down to sleep. 

 

Vs
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Vs
BLANKET STEALER

T his is a tricky one, because blanket stealers commit their dastardly acts as they  

 sleep, making it hard to hold them accountable for their actions. One solution  

 is to have two separate duvets that meet midpoint on a double bed. You can 

also try buying a larger sheet and duvet set, such as a king size for a queen bed.   

If that’s too complicated, just steal the blanket back again. Simple, and effective - but 

unfortunately only a temporary solution!
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VIOLENT SLEEPER
eople who act out in a violent way during sleep may be suffering from 

Rapid Eye Movement Sleep Behaviour Disorder (RBD). This is most  

common in males over the age of 50, and usually associated with 

disorders such as Parkinson’s disease. With RBD, the muscle atonia (paralysis) 

that normally accompanies the REM phase of sleep is compromised, so the 

vivid dreams common in this sleep phase can prompt the sleeper to become 

physically active during sleep. The other manifestation of this condition is that 

dream content becomes more violent in nature, and therefore more inclined to 

promote an aggressive response in the dreamer. In up to 69% of cases, partners 

of people with RBD are injured by them during sleep. Symptoms of RBD require 

assessment by a medical professional. 
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Why sleep makes  Why sleep makes  

you smarteryou smarter
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Research shows…

• A German study from 2004 kept some subjects awake overnight, while others were left to  

 sleep for 8 hours. The two groups were then given a maths problem to solve.

• The group who had slept were almost three times more likely to solve the problem   

 successfully.

• This outcome was thought to support biochemical studies which suggest memories are  

 restructured prior to being stored in the brain. This process is believed to improve creativity.

• It is surmised that some of the memory problems experienced by older people may relate  

 to the reduction in deep sleep that accompanies age.

• Other studies focusing specifically on dreams have found a clear link between problem  

 solving and the experience of dreaming.

• This is theorised to relate to the lack of external input and distractions that are a part of  

 our waking hours; while at rest, there is greater capacity for problem solving. 

• It appears we really can “dream up solutions” to problems that may bedevil us by day.

• It is also believed that dreams assist with emotional regulation and stability, by providing a  

 way for emotions to be processed. 

• A 2007 study found that a group of students were more adept at identifying subtle   

 connections and seeing the wider context of a problem when they were well-rested. This  

 ability to analyse and see “the big picture” is valued in many professional settings.

• A lack of sleep makes it harder to concentrate, because energy is expended staying   

 awake rather than focusing on a task or problem. This can lead to underperformance in  

 the workplace.

 

“It is a common experience that a problem difficult at night 
is resolved in the morning after the committee of sleep has 

worked on it.”

John Steinbeck
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Shift Workers: Shift Workers: 
How to f it sleep  How to f it sleep  

into your unnatural 
into your unnatural 

lifestylelifestyle
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“Exhaustion makes wimps out of all of us.”
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James Loehr

Shift work is defined as any work schedule that 

deviates from the regular 9am – 5pm work day. 

We now understand the impact that shift work 

can have on the body and mind, and it stems from 

disruption to the circadian rhythms that control many 

internal functions. Over time, shift work increases the 

risk of obesity, cardiovascular disease, depression and 

diabetes. It can affect the metabolism, immune system 

and hormone balance. On average, a nightshift worker 

gets 2 – 4 hours less sleep than the regular person. For 

many people, shift work is an economic necessity, or an 

unavoidable part of a job they love. Fortunately, there 

are ways of minimizing the physiological consequences. 

Here are some top tips to survive a shift work schedule…

If you finish work in the morning, put dark  
sunglasses on before you head home 
This helps to send a signal to your brain to start producing 

melatonin, your sleep inducing hormone.

 

Don’t “fuel up” during working hours on junk 
food
When we’re tired, our bodies tend to crave sugar and 

carbohydrates for a quick energy boost. Tiredness can 

also lead to problems with appetite regulation. Be aware 

of this and keep a selection of healthy, low calorie snacks 

close at hand.

 

Have regular meal times
This ties into the circadian rhythms. Eating three meals at 

evenly spaced intervals during the time you are awake 

is optimal. Do not eat your biggest meal within 3 hours 

before going to sleep, as it may affect sleep quality. 

 

Eat fruits, vegetables and cereals
Shift workers have an increased risk of stomach problems 

and are 8 times more likely to develop a peptic ulcer. 

Eating a diet rich in fruits, vegetables and cereals is 

thought to decrease the risk of these issues. 

 

Mind the caffeine
It may well be unrealistic to ban caffeine during working 

hours, but remember that it can interfere with sleep for 

up to 6 hours after consumption. To improve sleep quality 

try to minimize your intake towards the end of your shift. 

As a general rule, have no caffeine for 4 hours before the 

time you want to sleep. 

 

Keep your bedroom really, really dark
If you’re a shift worker, think about investing in blackout 

curtains and a sleep mask to reduce your exposure to 

daylight.

 

Keep your bedroom cool
This is another way to influence your circadian rhythms, 

as a drop in temperature normally takes place at night 

time. An air conditioning unit is a worthwhile addition to 
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the bedroom of a shift worker.

 

Get enough sleep
It sounds simple and obvious, but studies have 

consistently shown shift workers are likely to get less 

sleep. One study of police officers in America found that 

those who worked nights were 14 times more likely to get 

less than 6 hours sleep a day. Aim for 7 to 8 for optimal 

health and functioning. 

 

Get regular exercise
The health benefits will help to counteract some of the 

negative impacts of shift work on the body and mind, 

plus it helps to reduce stress and promote a feeling of 

wellbeing. 

 

Educate your friends and family about your 
sleep needs
Make sure you’re not getting interrupted with phonecalls, 

visitors, or demands for your time when you need to be 

sleeping.

 

Try a split sleep for night shifts
With this technique, you sleep for four hours before 

your shift starts, and another four when it finishes. It is 

thought to be beneficial because both sleep segments 

incorporate part of the time when your circadian rhythm 

would normally expect the body to be at rest.

 

Take a nap
A nap of 90 minutes before a night shift has been shown 
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to enhance alertness and stamina.

What is it?
Travelling for long distances, particularly across time zones, can result in a condition known 

as jet lag. It is also known as desynchronosis. Jet lag is linked to the disruption of the 

circadian rhythms, which can result in irregular sleep patterns and fatigue, along with 

digestive symptoms caused by your eating patterns being disrupted. Essentially, jet lag is 

caused by the body struggling to adjust to a new time zone, a process that throws many 

internal bodily processes out of sync. Jet lag is worst when travelling east, because that 

results in travellers trying to settle down to sleep at a time when they’d normally be waking 

up. It’s easier for the body to cope with a long day than an unnaturally short one. Research 

has shown that for each time zone a person travels through, it takes one day to recover.

Here are some of the common effects of jet lag:

• Waking up during the night,  difficulty in going to sleep at the time you normally would,   

 daytime sleepiness

• Feelings of disorientation, confusion, difficulty concentrating

• Dizziness

• Memory loss

• Lack of energy and motivation

• Being short tempered and irritable

• Anxiety

• Dehydration

• Headache

• Sweating

• Nausea

• Digestive disturbances
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TIPS TO AVOID/MINIMIZE JET LAG
Shift your sleep schedule before you fly
If you’re planning a trip across a time zone, you can gradually adjust your sleeping and 

eating schedule by an hour a day so it more closely conforms to the time zone at your 

destination. Go to bed earlier if you’re travelling east, and later if you’re travelling west.

 

Get “in the zone” on the plane
As soon as you board, change your watch to your destination’s time. If it’s daytime at 

your destination, stay awake. If it’s night time, go to sleep. Use a sleeping mask and 

turn up the air conditioning as a drop in temperature will help you to fall asleep.

 

Pop a pill
This may be a time when a mild sleeping pill is okay, particularly if you’re trying to sleep 

when you’d normally be awake. Ask your doctor for a short-acting medication. 

 

Stay hydrated
This means avoiding alcohol on the plane and drinking plenty of water instead. 

Dehydration compounds some of the unpleasant physical effects of jet lag, such as 

headaches.

 

Avoid caffeine if you’re landing at night
This will only add to your difficulties in adjusting to a new sleep schedule. 

 

Get out in the sun
Once you arrive, try to ensure you get exposure to daylight at every opportunity. Go for 

a walk, or if you’re in a hotel, keep the curtains open.

 

Don’t eat big meals
Your digestive system needs time to adjust, so stick to light meals until you’re feeling 

more in tune with your new surroundings. This will minimize the risk of diarrhoea or 

constipation.

Exercise in the mornings
It’s a great way to stimulate your circulation and metabolism in the morning, to get you 

energised for the day ahead.

 

Take a melatonin supplement
Melatonin sends a message to the brain that it’s time to sleep. Taking supplemental 

melatonin for 5 days after you arrive in a new time zone can help reset your internal 

clock. Take it 30 minutes before you want to go to sleep. 

 

Take a magnesium supplement
Magnesium helps to relax muscles, which is ideal after a long flight. It can also help 
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with sleep and support digestion. Take it before bed. 

Genetic variations in sleep requirements
Researchers at the University of California isolated a gene 

that makes it possible for some people (less than 3% of the 

population) to function well on 6 hours of sleep a night. 

For the other 97%, consistently sleeping for only 6 hours 

a night can lead to physical and mental health issues.

Conversely, 10 – 20% of people have a genetic variation 

that makes them more vulnerable to the effects of sleep 

loss. These people may need up to 10 hours sleep a night 

to feel well rested. They are less likely than the average 

person to develop insomnia, but may find it harder to 

cope with shift work or a job that requires them to work a 

lot of overtime. 

REM sleep
REM sleep has been directly linked to improvements in 

learning and memory. Studies have shown that for people 

who learn a new task, then have a good night’s sleep, the 

knowledge is imbedded. For those prevented from having 

REM sleep, the new knowledge is lost. 

Many antidepressants suppress REM sleep.

               Expert insights and fascinating facts about sleep
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Heavy smokers often sleep lightly, resulting in less REM 

sleep. Nicotine withdrawal sets in approximately 4 

hours after going to sleep, so many smokers wake up 

at this time.

Sleep for survival
Sleep appears to be necessary not just for optimal 

functioning, but for survival. Animal studies provide 

support for this. Rats normally live for 2 – 3 years, but 

when deprived of REM sleep they die after about 5 

weeks. Those deprived of all sleep stages die after about 

3 weeks. 

Humans will, on average, die of sleep deprivation more 

quickly than from lack of food. A person will last an 

average of 2 weeks without food as long as they have 

access to water, but only 10 days without sleep. 

People who sleep for less than 6 hours per night have 

been shown to have increased mortality risk 12% higher 

than those who sleep 6 – 8 hours. This finding was based 

on data from more than 1.3 million people worldwide.

Studies have found that shift workers have higher rates of 

cancer and premature death.

Sleep-deprived rats in these studies developed 

abnormally low body temperature and sores on their 

tails and paws. The sores are thought to relate to 

compromised immune function. 

Experts believe sleep is a time when brain cells cleanse 

and repair themselves. Without sleep, it is theorised that 

brain cells can become depleted in energy, and polluted 

with the byproducts of cellular processes, resulting in 

malfunction. This would explain the many mental and 

emotional health problems linked to a lack of sleep.

Research indicates that a chemical called adenosine 

builds up in our blood during waking hours, causing 

increasing drowsiness. This chemical is broken down 

during sleep. Interestingly, caffeine is thought to 

temporarily block the effects of adenosine.

A 2013 study found that sleep deprivation over several 

nights disrupted the activity of more than 700 genes 

involved in immune function, metabolism and the stress 

response. It is not known if these changes persist once 

sleep patterns return to normal.
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Exposure to light and circadian rhythms
Many blind people experience sleeping problems all their lives because their eyes cannot 

detect light. This means their circadian rhythms are not attuned to the world they live in 

and follow an internal cycle rather than a 24 hour one.

 

Sleep and mood
Sleep and mood use the same neurotransmitters (chemicals that communicate 

information between neurons, the brain’s nerve cells) so it can be very hard to tell whether 

someone is affected by sleep loss or depression. Sleep loss can cause chemical changes 

in the brain that mimic the symptoms of bipolar disorder or depression, with manic highs 

and/or lows of depression and anger.

 

Sleep and memory
Tiredness causes stress, which has been shown to negatively impact memory. One study 

found that a group of volunteers who took a 100 minute nap before beginning an evening 

memorisation test scored an average of 20 points higher than those who didn’t take a nap.

 

Sleep and hunger
Sleep loss promotes higher levels of “hunger hormone” ghrelin, which can lead to binging 

on carbohydrates. 

Levels of leptin, the hormone that controls appetite by telling the body it’s full, are reduced. 

A study in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition showed that people ate an average 

of nearly 300 fewer calories per day when they were well rested. 

If you sleep 5 hours or less per night, there is a 50% chance you will develop obesity.

 

Sleep and driving
Approximately 30% of drivers will fall asleep at the wheel at least once in their life.  Lack 

of sleep can lead to involuntary microsleeps - brief lapses into sleep that occur suddenly 

even though you were awake. 

Microsleeps cannot be controlled and many people are not aware they are experiencing 

them. If you’ve ever driven somewhere and can’t remember part of the trip, you may have 

experienced microsleeps. In many cases, a severely sleep deprived driver is as dangerous  

as a drunk driver.

Famous industrial disasters linked to sleep deprivation
Three Mile Island nuclear power plant accident in Pennsylvania in 1979

Chernobyl nuclear power plant disaster in the former USSR in 1986

117



118 7 Mistakes When Buying A Bed 

Exxon Valdez oil spill off the coast of Alaska in 1989

“Every princess needs her beauty sleep.” 

Author unknown
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T here are different types of beds to suit the individual needs of those who sleep on   

 them. You’ll spend approximately 1/3 of your life in bed, so it pays to find one you’re  

 happy with. Here are some of the most popular beds on the market today…

Divan bed
This is a bed that doubles as a storage facility. It is constructed from two parts, with the 

top section that holds the mattress lifting up from the wooden base. The lower section of 

a divan bed is a cavity designed to provide space to store things. Some are divided into 

drawers. A divan bed is an excellent choice for a room with minimal shelving or wardrobe 

space.

 

Sofa bed
A sofa bed is a practical, space-saving piece of furniture. A mattress extends out from the 

base of the sofa, providing a comfortable bed that can be easily folded away the next day. 

Sofa beds are a great addition to an older child’s room, perfect for when their friends sleep 

over. They’re also good for apartments, providing an extra sleeping space in the lounge. 

               Choosing a bed
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Trundle bed
A trundle bed is a bed on wheels that fits under another bed and can be pulled out when 

needed. It’s a space saving design ideal for any room where space is at a premium, particularly 

when guests may be coming to stay from time to time.

 

Bunk bed
A bunk bed is constructed so that two single beds are positioned one above the other, with a 

supportive structure connecting the two. The top bunk is accessed by way of a ladder. Some 

are made from steel, while others are wooden. Lots of kids often love bunk beds, and they’re a 

great space saver for a child’s bedroom. Tradition dictates that the oldest gets first pick of top  

or bottom!

 

Futon
A traditional Japanese product, the futon is a dense mattress that can be folded away when 

not in use. Futons often come with a slatted wooden or metal base which can be transformed 

into a sofa, then stretched out into a bed. 

 

Adjustable bed
An adjustable bed has a flexible base which can be raised up or down to suit your preference. 

Adjustable beds are commonly used in hospitals and nursing homes. They are useful for 

people with back problems and limited mobility.
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Y our mattress has the potential to reduce back pain and the symptoms of stress. A well-

constructed, good quality mattress minimizes pressure on joints, promoting a more 

restful, restorative sleep. On average, a mattress should be replaced every 7 – 10 years.  

 

Here’s a checklist of signs that your mattress may be past its “use by” date
• You and your partner tend to roll into the middle of the bed

• The cover of the mattress is damaged 

• There are lumps or the surface feels uneven

• You toss and turn all night and can’t get comfortable

• You wake up in the morning with aches and pains

• The mattress sags 

• The mattress creaks

• The mattress has become compressed

• When you get up in the morning, there’s an impression left in the mattress from where   

 you slept

• You sleep on a different mattress and notice it’s much more comfortable

If you’re noticing indications of mattress deterioration, get a replacement as soon as 
you can. It’s a critical investment in your health and wellbeing. 

THE MAIN TYPES OF MATTRESS

Inner spring 
An inner spring mattress is made up of steel coils spaced at regular intervals to provide 

even support for the body. The edge of an inner spring mattress features sturdy border wire, 

which helps hold the entire structure together. There are variations in the shape and density 

of the coils; the width of the wire is denoted by gauge, with a lower gauge associated 

with a thicker wire. Mattresses contain an average of 300 – 800 coils. For a queen size 

mattress, 500 – 800 coils would be considered firm. While both the gauge of the coils and 

the total number of coils influence the overall support a mattress provides, arguably the 

most significant factor to be considered is the way the coils are linked together. 

               Choosing a mattress
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HERE’S A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF INNER SPRING 
COIL SYSTEMS: 

Open Coil 
The most easily recognisable and traditional coil system, 

featuring individual coils that narrow in the middle and 

are linked with a series of helicals, curved wire spirals that 

connect the coils. This type of mattress is good initially, but 

will wear out and sag more quickly than modern systems. 

 

Offset Coil
This is only a slight variation on the open coil, featuring a 

coil system with squared heads for improved support and 

durability. 

Continuous Coil
This is another more traditional system, a single structure 

with a series of coils linked by curved, helical wire, often in 

a lattice type arrangement rather than rows. The density of 

coils makes this design one of the most resilient. 

 

Pocket Coil
These systems feature individually wrapped coils contained 

within pockets of fabric. The design concept isolates the 

movement of each coil, making it ideal for couples where 

one partner is a restless sleeper. It may be less suited to 

heavier people, as the coils do not draw on the support of 

the surrounding structure, making them more vulnerable to 

fatigue over time.

               Choosing a mattress
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Water
Waterbeds use a mattress created from a bladder filled with water, covered by padding 

or foam. Waterbeds are either hard sided, with a wooden frame, or soft sided with a 

hardened foam frame. Some waterbeds contain internal baffles to limit the motion of 

the water, preventing waves. The waterbed is designed to provide natural support that 

reduces pressure points. 

 

Memory foam
A high end option. First designed in the 1960s for NASA aircraft 

seats, memory foam is a dense form of polyurethane 

that moulds to the human form in response to heat 

and pressure, providing an enveloping sleeping 

experience. It then returns to its original form 

once pressure is removed.

Latex
Made from the sap of the rubber tree, latex 

foam is created in different densities 

and thicknesses. Unlike other foams, it 

does not readily break down - it can 

keep supporting for decades! On the 

downside, lack of cool air-circulation 

can result in a “hot” sleep on those 

summer nights. It’s also expensive!

 

Pillow top
A pillow top mattress is a traditional inner 

spring mattress with an extra padded layer 

added to the top (often latex, wool or tufted cotton). This can be 

filled with foam or other soft materials for extra comfort. 

 

Air bed
The words “air bed” bring to mind camping nightmares of deflating plastic lilos, but 

the kind of air bed designed for everyday use is quite different. The air chamber is 

constructed from sturdier material covered with padding and offers adjustable firmness 

for each side, making it a good option for couples with differing support preferences.
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T here’s a confusing array of pillows to choose from these days. To help you select  

 the best one for your needs, read through the quick guide below.

 
Foam pillow
A traditional style of pillow with a dense texture that offers good support.

 

Memory foam pillow
A more modern product using memory foam, a remarkable substance that conforms 

to the contours of the body for the ultimate in customized comfort. Memory foam has 

a unique ability to minimize pressure points, making it ideal for people with neck pain. 

Memory foam is also hypoallergenic.

 

Microbead pillow
Made up of thousands of tiny polystyrene beads, microbead pillows were originally 

the “U” shaped neck pillows. They can now be found in the shape and size of a normal 

sleeping pillow. The texture and support of a microbead pillow varies depending on 

how firmly the beads are packed. These pillows can give great support, and shift with 

your weight as your head moves in the night. 

 

Bamboo pillow
Bamboo has remarkable antimicrobial properties and discourages sweating. Bamboo 

is durable and ideal for use in pillows and bedding. The bamboo fibres are blended 

with cotton, providing a naturally hypoallergenic sleep surface.

 

Feather pillow
This type of pillow is filled with the outer feathers of ducks or geese, with a lesser amount 

of down to add softness. Feathers have sharp quills, so feather pillows have a special 

stab-proof cover. Even so, the odd feather has a tendency to escape, which may 

compromise comfort. Overall, feather pillows are soft, affordable and durable. They 

don’t offer the kind of firm support needed by people with neck problems, but for most 
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others they’ll be fine. 

 

Down pillow
A down pillow is filled with the inner feathers of ducks or geese, which are softer and 

more delicate than the outer feathers, with no sharp points. A down pillow will be 

smoother than a feather pillow for this reason. Down is a form of insulation for birds, 

and creates a luxurious sleep product for humans. It’s not the best choice for allergy 

sufferers or those who need a high level of neck support.

 

Buckwheat pillow
Made with buckwheat husks, another natural product. Buckwheat is not actually a  

type of wheat, but a fruit related to rhubarb. These pillows offer a high level of neck 

support, making them a worthy consideration for anyone looking for this feature.  The 

husks will rustle around, so they can be noisy.
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A mattress topper provides a low cost way to rejuvenate an aging mattress, improving 

comfort and support. Mattress toppers can be good for couples too, as one side of the 

bed can be effectively customized to suit the preferences of one person, creating a 

firmer or softer sleeping surface.  However, If your mattress has deteriorated to the extent that 

it’s structurally unsound, with noticeable sagging and popping springs, a mattress topper will 
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not help as much. Here’s what you need to know about common types of mattress 

toppers...

Memory foam
This is one of the most popular mattress toppers. Memory foam is a luxurious 

material that holds and cushions the body, minimizing pressure points for ultimate 

comfort. It’s possible to buy a full memory foam mattress, but they are very 

expensive. Purchasing a mattress topper is a more affordable alternative that 

offers similar benefits.

 

Latex
Latex mattress toppers are available in a range of densities, meaning they can 

be used to make a mattress softer or firmer depending on which kind is selected. 

Latex is one of the more expensive options but is a natural product and can 

provide effective pain relief by reducing pressure points. 

 

Feathers
A feather mattress topper, essentially a large version of a feather pillow, is another 

option. Latex and memory foam can sometimes retain heat and be rather heavy - 

problems that don’t apply to a feather topper. They have the same drawbacks as 

the pillows with the possibility of feathers poking through the cover, and may need 

regular shake-outs to keep them fluffed up. Because the contents of a feather 

topper are more delicate, they don’t offer the same level of support as memory 

foam or latex.

 

Wool
This is another popular choice. A fluffy wool mattress topper adds a welcome level 

of softness to a firm mattress. Because it’s a natural fibre, it’s cool in summer and 

warm in winter. Wool lasts for a long time and won’t have the slightly synthetic 

smell that can initially accompany a memory foam or latex product. Wool doesn’t 

offer the same level of support that these denser products provide, making it more 

of a comfort option.



130 7 Mistakes When Buying A Bed 

 

Sheets add the finishing touch to your bed, and play 

an important role in your comfort by night. Personal 

preference will dictate your choice of bed linen, 

but here are some helpful guidelines to assist you in 

making a selection that suits your needs. 

FABRICS 
 
Cotton
Cotton is the most popular choice of fabric for sheets, 

and comes in different varieties and thread counts. 

These variables affect the feel and quality of the material. 

Egyptian cotton is generally accepted as being the 

premium choice, due to its distinctive long fibres that 

provide unique softness and durability. Second to this 

is pima cotton, also a high quality material. Supima is 

the name given to sheets with 100% pima cotton. Other 

blends of cotton are likely to be more generic, and may 

be mixed with synthetic fibres such as rayon. Check the 

labels and feel the fabric before you buy it. Avoid sheets 

with a high percentage of synthetic fibres, as they may 

cause sweating.

 

Linen
Another natural fibre, linen has the advantage of 

absorbing heat and moisture from the body, making it a 

popular choice in warmer climates. As linen is prone to 

excessive wrinkling, it is sometimes blended with cotton 

or other fibres. 

 

Bamboo
Bamboo fibres (often called bamboo rayon) are 

increasingly used in sheets due to their antimicrobial 

properties. Bamboo is effective in absorbing moisture, 

and highly durable. Bamboo also comes mixed with 

other fibres, including cotton. 

 

Silk
Silk offers a cool, soft and luxurious fabric which is 

completely natural and hypo-allergenic. Silk sheets are 

an excellent choice for summer, (or for romantic nights!)

 

Tencel
Employing a similar process to the one used for 

transforming bamboo into rayon, Tencel fibres are 

derived from eucalyptus wood pulp. Tencel has a soft 

finish, and helps to prevent bacterial growth.

 

Polyester
A totally man-made fibre, polyester is a low cost, hard 

wearing fabric that tends to feel coarse and stiff. This is 

why it is often blended with soft natural fibres such as 

cotton.

Thread count
Higher thread count sheets, as the name suggests, 

contain more threads per square inch or square 

centimetre. Sheets with a higher thread count are usually 

softer. As a general rule, 400 – 500 thread count sheets 

are a good option, as they contain enough threads to 

provide comfort and durability, but not so many that 

the fabric becomes unduly heavy. High thread count 

generally means higher quality but the top Portuguese 

fabrics have a lower thread count since they use thicker, 

               Sheets
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softer yarns delivering the ultimate in both comfort and 

durability.

Weaves
The way the fabric is woven is another variable that 

affects the overall finish. 

Percale is a plain cotton weave with a matte texture that 

produces a crisp, cool sheet. 

Sateen has a smooth, soft texture and creates a cotton 

sheet that feels heavier and satin-like – it makes for a 

warmer sheet. 

Satin is more delicate than sateen, made from thin, high 

thread count fabric in man-made fibres such as nylon, 

polyester or acetate. With a satin weave, it should specify 

whether the fabric is knit or woven. Woven produces a 

smoother finish. As with sateen it may feel “cool” to the 

initial touch, but is actually a warm sheet since there is 

less “breathability”.

Flannel is made from a brushed cotton fabric with a 

napped weave on both sides. The raised surface gives it 

a warm, cozy texture, ideal for winter.

Jersey is like t-shirt material, made from cotton fibres that 

are knitted to allow for stretch and softness.

In summary, read the labels when you purchase 
sheets, and opt for quality if you can afford it. Natural 
fibres are a good choice, particularly in the heat. 
Check the feel of the fabric to ensure you’re happy 
with it.
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For two average-sized adults sharing a bed:
The recommended size is queen or king. This allows enough room for both 

partners to have sufficient space to turn over.

For larger or taller adults:
A California king offers extra length. 

For one adult:
A single bed, sometimes referred to as a twin, may be sufficient. For a tall adult, a 

twin XL (or ‘king single’ ) provides added length. A double bed, one size down 

from a queen, is a good choice for a single adult who is not expecting to share 

their bed.

Some helpful hints:
• A mattress should be at least 10cm longer than the height of the tallest  

 person using it

• If your teenager is growing rapidly, it may be time for them to upgrade to a  

 double bed

• A mattress should be wide enough so that you can put both your hands  

 under the back of your head without your elbows touching the edge of the  

 mattress or the person who sleeps next to you

               What bed is best for me?
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Final thoughts
he tendency to think of sleep as time wasted comes undone in the 

face of insurmountable evidence to the contrary. It may be time for a large 

scale review of our attitudes to sleep, in both the personal and professional 

realm. It seems ludicrous, for example, that junior doctors in Western countries 

are sometimes working up to 90 hours a week, in spite of the known health 

and safety risks this creates both for patients and the doctors themselves. If 

this is acceptable in the health care field, it is little wonder that expectations 

within other professions can be similarly unreasonable, and ultimately 

counterproductive.

  However, sleep deprivation is not just an issue for those trying to make their 

mark in a demanding career. Many parents can relate to the struggle to get 

enough rest when their children are still young and waking several times a 

night. Trying to remain positive, cheerful and energetic can be a challenge! 

Most of us have a keen awareness of the importance of diet and exercise, 

but sleep is of equal value to our overall wellbeing and needs to be prioritised 

accordingly. We are each responsible for our health, and parents also have 

the health of their children to consider. The critical role of sleep in growth, 

brain function and vitality impacts people of all ages in a multitude of ways.

While our busy lives can make it hard to get adequate sleep, it’s a goal 

worth striving for. Investing in quality sleeping products is one way to support 

this objective. Structuring your daily routine to make sleep a non-negotiable 

priority is another. We hope this book has provided a useful look into this 

fascinating topic, and inspired you to sleep your way to a longer, healthier 

and happier life.

SLEEP WELL!
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