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Introduction

Sleep is just as important for our health as eating well and taking exercise; but the facts show that most of us are sleeping less, the quality of our sleep is deteriorating and insomnia is becoming increasingly common.

Growing awareness about the importance of sleep is starting to encourage us to understand how much sleep we get, how much we need, and how we can make positive and practical changes to sleep better. Many of us have sedentary jobs, don’t exercise enough, have poor diets, and spend increasing time in front of computer, tablet and mobile phone screens – all of which are affecting the amount and quality of our sleep and, consequently, our health.

The good news is that it’s possible to sleep longer and more soundly by making a few simple lifestyle changes, especially to our diets. If you struggle to get a good night’s sleep, eating sleep-friendly foods and adjusting the timing of your meals could make a big difference. Sleep-friendly foods can calm your mind and boost the hormones that promote good sleep, helping to restore and repair your body while you rest.

This book features more than 80 delicious recipes to help you feel fitter, healthier and more energized, as well as sleep better so you are equipped to cope with the stresses of daily life.

How much sleep do you need?

To a great extent, the amount of sleep you need depends on your age: newborn babies need 14–17 hours, teenagers need 8–10 hours and, ideally, most adults should have eight hours a night.

However, everyone is different and the norm is in the region of seven to nine hours. One-third of us sleep only six hours or less and a poor night’s sleep can be defined as less than five hours. As we get older, the length of time we sleep diminishes. Sleep can become disrupted by issues such as the increased need to urinate during the night or hot flushes during menopause.

The benefits of sleep

The health benefits of sleep are diverse and numerous. Sleep strengthens our immune system, helping to protect us from viruses and infections; lowers the risk of high blood pressure, heart disease, stroke and respiratory disorders; and reduces our risk of developing type 2 diabetes. Getting a good night’s sleep on a regular basis is also important for enhancing and maintaining brain function, especially our memory, concentration, problem solving, performance and productivity.

The amount of sleep we get can also have an impact on inflammation in the body, especially in the gut and digestive system. There is some evidence that a correlation exists between sleep deprivation and inflammatory bowel diseases.

What makes us sleep?

Our circadian rhythm is the 24-hour internal clock that controls our sleep-wake cycle. It is aligned to the solar day and is affected by the hours of daylight and darkness. It is this system that regulates a number of neurotransmitters and hormones, such as serotonin and melatonin, that control when we sleep and when we are awake. Disruption of the sleep-wake cycle and deficiencies of these hormones are involved not only in sleep disorders but also in the pathology of mental health problems and depression. It is well known that a lack of serotonin is associated with depression and seasonal affective disorder (SAD).

The quality and physiology of our sleep is as important as the number of hours we average per night. If you are deprived of sleep and suffer from insomnia or periods of wakefulness, your sleep cycle will be interrupted, which can impact your health.

Sleep deprivation

Lack of sleep can lead to fatigue, loss of concentration and problems with memory and learning. Over the years there has been growing evidence to suggest that there is a link between little sleep and cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, hypertension, respiratory disorders, obesity and other health conditions. Poor sleep patterns have also been linked to some mental health and emotional conditions, including difficulties with social interaction, anxiety, mood swings and depression.

How sleep affects weight

According to the US National Sleep Foundation, sleep deprivation can inhibit our ability to lose weight – even if we exercise regularly and eat healthily – increasing our risk of obesity, diabetes and cancer. This is because sleep deprivation affects the levels of the hormones (see here) that regulate our appetites and consequently our food choices. Recent studies suggest that people who are sleep-deprived feel hungrier and crave food they don’t need, especially refined carbohydrates and fats, making them more likely to gain weight. It is known that we consume fewer calories when we get good-quality sleep, helping us to maintain a healthy weight.


It’s possible to sleep longer and more soundly by making a few simple lifestyle changes, especially to our diets.


Eating for sleep

The role of hormones

When it comes to getting a good night’s sleep hormones play an important role. They help to maintain our sleep-wake cycle – making us feel sleepy in the evening and waking us up in the morning. By making a few small adjustments to your diet you can promote the hormones that have an impact on sleep.

Melatonin is a hormone that is essential for a healthy sleep cycle; it also controls the way we respond to stress. It’s produced in the pineal gland in the brain when it becomes dark. When melatonin levels in the blood rise, sleep becomes inviting.

Bright and artificial light at night inhibits melatonin production, which is why it is advisable to avoid screens like TVs, laptops and phones just before bedtime. There are many other factors that can affect melatonin production, including smoking, stress, working night shifts, age and what you eat. If you are melatonin deficient, you may experience sleeplessness and insomnia.

Walnuts and cherries contain their own melatonin, so eating them may help you fall asleep more quickly. Oats, milk and bananas all boost our melatonin levels and can help to relieve insomnia – eating them regularly can help to stabilize your sleep cycle.

Serotonin is not found in food; it’s a neurotransmitter derived from the amino acid tryptophan (see here). It plays an important role in regulating mood, appetite and sleeping as well as promoting feelings of calm and sleepiness; a deficiency of serotonin is linked to depression.

You can boost serotonin levels by eating tryptophan-rich foods (see here) with a side serving of complex carbs, such as oats or wholegrain bread. These carbs cause a slight spike in blood sugar and insulin levels, which helps the absorption of tryptophan into the brain, shortening the time it takes us to fall asleep. A glass of warm milk before going to bed can be a great idea – it contains small amounts of carbs (such as lactose) and also provides calcium and tryptophan that promote good levels of sleep-promoting serotonin and melatonin.

Key nutrients for sleep

The principal nutrients that help us nod off and experience quality sleep are:

★Tryptophan

★Vitamins B6 and D

★Magnesium

★Calcium

★Potassium

In addition, there are many foods and herbs containing nutrients with sedative properties that can help to relax our nerves and muscles.

The following pages list the foods that will help you sleep more soundly. You can enjoy them in the 80 delicious recipes in this book.

How and when to eat

If you are experiencing problems with falling asleep, wakefulness and interrupted sleep, or waking up in the night with cramps, acid reflux or to go to the bathroom, it may be worth changing what you eat and the times at which you eat. This need not be a major dietary transformation – just tweaking what you eat for dinner and how you cook it, such as grilling, roasting and steaming which are kinder to your digestive system than frying. Also, aim not to eat too late – at least three hours before bed – to give yourself time to digest the food.


Sleep-friendly foods can calm the mind and boost the hormones that promote good sleep.



THE CYCLE OF POOR SLEEP

Cortisol influences a range of body systems and processes, including how we respond to stress, our immune response and metabolism. Levels of this hormone are usually high in the morning then decrease throughout the day, matching our activity and sleep patterns. If you lose a night’s sleep, the following evening your cortisol levels will be elevated rather than lowered, making it more difficult for you to get to sleep, affecting the quality of your sleep and also increasing your appetite. If this occurs repeatedly, it can promote insulin resistance, increasing the risk of obesity.

High cortisol levels may also affect our food preferences, making us crave unhealthy foods that are higher in fat and/or sugar and making us more likely to snack. Research has shown that a high intake of caffeine (from coffee, tea, chocolate and soft drinks, including diet and energy drinks) raises cortisol levels, which can have an unhealthy effect on our ability to sleep and to manage stress, as well as causing headaches, rapid heart rate and irritability. Ideally, you should restrict your caffeine intake to a maximum of 400mg per day (the equivalent of four cups of brewed coffee) spread throughout the day or choose caffeine-free or decaf options if possible.
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MAGNESIUM

This important mineral is needed for quality sleep and helps to activate the neurotransmitters that are responsible for calming your mind and body. It also helps muscles to relax, while steadying heart rhythm. Not having enough magnesium can cause sleep problems and even insomnia. Magnesium-rich foods include:

Nuts and seeds, especially almonds, Brazil nuts, cashews, pumpkin and sunflower seeds

Peanut butter

Bananas

Bulgur wheat

Barley

Brown rice

Oats and whole grains

Legumes and beans

Dark leafy green vegetables

Avocados

Yoghurt

Salmon

Mackerel

Dried fruit

Plain chocolate

CALCIUM

This helps the brain to use the amino acid tryptophan to make the sleep-inducing hormone melatonin and mood regulator serotonin. If you’re calcium deficient, you might struggle to fall asleep. The benefits of a pre-bedtime mug of warm milk or some cheese and crackers are not old wives’ tales – they really do work. Many foods are fortified with calcium, including soya milk, some breakfast cereals and bread. Calcium-rich foods include:

Nuts and seeds, especially almonds, hazelnuts, pistachios and sesame seeds

Cheese

Yoghurt

Milk

Sardines

Broccoli

Dark leafy green vegetables, especially kale and spinach

Figs

Seaweed

Beans, especially soya beans

Quinoa

VITAMIN B6

This vitamin plays an important role in the conversion of the sleep-enhancing amino acid tryptophan into serotonin – the neurotransmitter that stabilizes mood and aids healthy sleeping patterns. Foods containing vitamin B6 include:

Oily fish such as salmon and fresh tuna

Beef

Chicken

Offal

Wheat bran

Potatoes

Squash

Pistachios

Sunflower seeds

VITAMIN D

A deficiency in vitamin D may lead to sleep disruption in some people. Vitamin D is actually a hormone and not a vitamin and scientists think that it activates receptors in the brain that are associated with sleep. Getting plenty of fresh air is probably the best remedy of all, as sunlight promotes vitamin D synthesis in our skin. Foods containing vitamin D include:

Eggs

Oily fish such as sardines and salmon

Dairy products

Mushrooms

[image: ]
POTASSIUM

This is a muscle and nerve relaxant and aids good digestion. Too little potassium can lead to muscle spasms, which may disrupt your sleep. Potassium-rich foods include:

Sweet potatoes

Squash

Butterbeans

Edamame beans

Mushrooms

Dark leafy green vegetables

Potatoes

Watermelon

Beetroot

Papaya

Bananas

TRYPTOPHAN

This regulates our moods, calms us, fights anxiety, and has a natural sedative effect. It’s an essential amino acid (a building block of protein), which means that our bodies can’t make it and we have to obtain it from food. Its main function is to serve as a precursor to serotonin, melatonin and niacin (vitamin B3). Lean proteins are high in tryptophan and easy to digest. Tryptophan-rich foods are:

Fish

Chicken

Turkey

Nuts and seeds, especially almonds and walnuts

Cheese

Milk

Yoghurt

Soy products

Whole grains

Oats

Quinoa

Brown rice

Beans

Lentils

Bananas

Potatoes

GLYCINE

This is a mild sedative and nerve and muscle relaxant that can help to induce sleepiness and promote restful sleep. Like tryptophan, glycine is an amino acid, but unlike tryptophan, it is non essential (that means the body can produce it itself). Consuming glycine before bedtime significantly improves sleep quality for those with insomniac tendencies. Glycine-rich foods include:

Chamomile

Passionflower

Lemon balm tea and tisanes

Home-made beef and chicken broth

Dairy products

Fish

Meat

Dark leafy green vegetables

Sleep-inhibiting foods

If you want a good night’s sleep, try to avoid consuming the foods listed below late in the day. They are more likely to stimulate you and keep you wide awake than send you to sleep.

Artificial sweeteners might be sugar free and lower in calories, but there is evidence to suggest that they may adversely affect sleep. If you need to sweeten drinks and desserts, use raw honey (honey is soothing and can be conducive to sleep as it enables tryptophan to enter the brain).

Simple carbohydrates are quickly broken down into sugar molecules and can have a major effect on blood glucose levels. Try to avoid over-refined simple carbs and sugary foods such as white bread, pasta, pastry, cookies, cakes and sweets before going to bed, as these can lead to significant spikes in blood glucose levels. High blood sugar levels during the night may increase your need to go to the toilet and make you feel too warm or unsettled. Check the sugar content on the labels of sauces, ready meals and snacks. Look out for ‘hidden’ sugars too, including corn syrup, fructose, sucrose, dextrose, maltose, glucose, rice syrup, caramel and sorbitol.

Monosodium glutamate (MSG) is a commonly used food additive found in many refined foods and Chinese dishes. It is a brain stimulant and has been
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