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Sleep Better

Professor Graham Law and Dr Shane Pascoe are professionals working in different ways, on different continents, in the field of sleep. They are passionate about the importance of sleep and are concerned how society has not paid enough attention to this essential part of life. They hope this book will help people to deal with their sleep issues through addressing the myths associated with their slumber. They are authors of Feel Good – How to Change Your Mood and Cope with Whatever Comes Your Way, Capstone Publishing, 2014.

Professor Graham Law is a sleep scientist with more than 25 years’ research experience, having published more than 90 research papers and heading a department of 30 research and academic staff. He is Professor of Medical Statistics at the University of Lincoln. Professor Law set up the Sound Asleep Laboratory, which is working towards methods to improve sleep in a way that will have a significant effect on sleep health and well-being. He was elected to the executive committee of the British Sleep Society and is a member of the UK Biobank Expert group on sleep. In his spare time he is husband to Nicki, a beautiful and intelligent woman, and Dad to two brilliantly clever, lovely and caring children, Bethan and Sophie (they know which they are).

Dr Shane Pascoe is a psychologist with 20 years of experience helping people with a variety of issues often involving sleep. His gentle, questioning approach has benefitted many people in his thriving psychology practice. With a young family, sleep is the one area of Shane’s life that influences all other areas determining mood, energy and temperament. Whether Shane is present and in the moment or not is largely due to how much sleep he got. For the last few years his wife has battled with postnatal depression. ‘How good was your sleep?’ is the first thing he asks in the morning and he asks the same one question in every single consultation with patients. Its importance resonates, and when sleep improves it makes the most difference.
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GL

This, like everything else, is for Nicki.

SP

This book is dedicated to my children, who enjoy ‘the sleep of the just’.

Both of us

To the friends and family who looked over the drafts.
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Foreword

What skill or attribute are you most proud of? My talent is not immediately obvious, I don’t look like a model and I cannot sing, but once I turn out the light I can sleep. I used to take this (apparently) simple thing for granted, although after 25 years’ researching sleep and working with people who have sleep disorders, I have learned just how complex the process of falling asleep is and how much those with sleep disorders suffer. It has been estimated that sleep loss costs the UK economy over £40 billion per year, and is linked to two of the most important health epidemics in our society: obesity and dementia. There is no question about it: we need to learn how to sleep better and make time for this important activity.

I first met Graham a few years ago at a meeting of the British Sleep Society with several hundred sleep scientists, doctors and healthcare workers. Graham told me he wanted to understand the links between sleep and health, and I cannot think of a better person to do this. He is an outstanding scientist and one of the UK’s leading sleep specialists. In this book he and Shane have done a great job exploring the myths about sleep, and by doing so have revealed facts and provided excellent top tips. For many the quest to sleep better includes drugs and alcohol, but Graham and Shane have looked further afield. Their book explains why laptops and clutter in the bedroom make our sleep worse, and even bananas – which I love, although luckily I eat them for breakfast (unlike Graham’s mother-in-law).

This book contains much that I found thought-provoking. The authors’ careful exploration has clearly shown that our sleep habits are learned early, probably in adolescence, and that good sleep is linked with better school grades. Since many adolescents experience a biological drive to go to bed and get up later (Chapter 26), there is now a public health debate about making school start times later. I am a night owl and hate getting up early, so I am all for later starts. I was also comforted to find I am not alone in this, and like Graham’s wife and sister-in-law, I am a fan of the snooze button, although this is something Graham warns against for good sleep. I really enjoyed the personal accounts in the book and am now also a fan of Graham’s Gran, who appears in Chapter 20.

Perhaps the chapters with the most impact are those on mindfulness (Chapter 7) and the value of being an individual (Chapter 24). Graham and Shane emphasize that sleep is not a competition. We all need to sleep enough for our own needs. So whether you are a new parent, shift worker or, like me, have a long commute to work, this book has top tips for us all to stay healthy.

Professor Mary Morrell, President of the British Sleep Society and Professor of Sleep and Respiratory Physiology, Imperial College, London


Welcome

Some clever people have said that it takes 10,000 hours’ practice to become an expert at something. The Beatles and Bill Gates spent this long perfecting their music and computer programming. How is this relevant to you?

It is simple: by the age of three you have slept for at least 10,000 hours, so that makes you an expert at sleeping. So why is it, with all this expertise, that so many people have difficulty with their sleep? Our society is slowly beginning to recognize the issues we all have with sleep and how this affects our lives, health and well-being.

Do you have difficulty with your sleep? Are you reading this to try to find a ‘solution’? When I tell people I am a sleep scientist, they often then tell me all about their sleep. (Incidentally, throughout this book ‘I’ refers to me, Graham, as I will be your guide. Shane will of course be offering his advice as a psychologist and practitioner of cognitive behavioural therapy for insomnia.) Usually they tell me their issues, sometimes their successes. In hearing about everyone’s trials and tribulations, it struck me how many myths there are surrounding sleep. It never ceases to amaze me that after many years I still come across ones I’ve never heard before. Who would have thought that the full moon would affect your sleep? That’s a new one I heard about in the process of writing this book. I won’t deal with that myth here – after all, we have no control over the moon.

I find the whole subject of sleep fascinating, and humans have found it so for centuries, maybe millennia. Westernized societies have fairy tales based on sleep: Sleeping Beauty, the Princess and the Pea, Rip Van Winkle. This book is going to explore myths surrounding sleep. Some of these myths are informative and helpful, some incorrect and some positively damaging and counterproductive.

Shane uses cognitive behavioural therapy for insomnia (CBTi), which is often prescribed or recommended to deal with sleep disorders, and the method we are using in this book has some similarities. We have split the issues people have into small, self-contained subjects. It is very common for people to consider sleep to be a single entity, with a single issue. That is far from the truth. In fact there are many issues, all interconnected. We will work through each of these myths to see which are unhelpful and which may be worth taking further and might help you deal with any sleep issues.

This book will look at how our current knowledge can be used to improve your sleep. This will require some work on your part. I am very sceptical of a simple ‘cure’, a tablet or a diet, a basic method. These probably will not work. The reality is that solving sleep issues is difficult, time-consuming and hard work. You will need to be dedicated, careful and thoughtful.

In this book you will read about a number of ways to approach different types of difficulties with sleep. Each chapter is a standalone entity and they don’t need to be read in any particular order. The final chapter will summarize what we know at the moment and how science can help you sleep better.


1

‘I should have 8 hours’ sleep’

Barack Obama was asked what he would like most for Christmas after a year of campaigning to be president of the United States. He answered without hesitation: ‘Eight hours’ sleep.’

When I ask people what they know about sleep, the first answer is nearly always: ‘You need 8 hours.’ We are going to look at the evidence in support of this myth and how this belief can influence your sleep. The media promotes it, and you see it in books and on television. Of course, most of you will know of somebody who says they don’t require a full 8 hours. There are reports of the late Margaret Thatcher only needing 4 hours’ sleep per night; people wear the ability to survive on a limited amount of sleep as a badge of honour. The politically convenient perception was that she was tough, the ‘Iron Lady’, and 8 hours was therefore for weaker people, but is this true? Does everyone need 8 hours? Is everyone the same?

The myth came from medical research

As this myth seems to be widely quoted, where did it originate? During the 1980s and 1990s there was a group of scientists, led by Thomas Wehr in Washington DC, who were interested in the length of time humans sleep. One particular experiment they carried out – in which I would not like to have been a ‘guinea pig’ – made eight people live in rooms where they were only allowed 10 hours’ light per day. It was pitch-black for the other 14 hours, and they were not permitted to listen to music or have anything that might interrupt their sleep patterns.

To begin with, these people slept an average of 11 hours per night. The reason for sleeping 11 hours may have been because they were catching up on a sleep ‘debt’ that had built up. After 4 weeks, seven of the participants were sleeping for around 8 hours, broken into two blocks of around 4 hours. Adding these two blocks together has led to the idea that we need 8 hours’ sleep per night.

Surveys over the past few decades have also supported the need for 8 hours per night. The overwhelming majority say that people have an average of 7–8 hours’ sleep per night. By looking at some of the national and international surveys, we can get a clear picture of what is a standard or an average amount of sleep. A study I have worked on as part of my research, known as Understanding Society, shows that adults in the UK sleep on average 7 hours and 10 minutes. However, this is an average and the number of hours of sleep varies hugely between individuals – from 3.5 hours to 11 hours or more. Some 10 per cent of people report having more than 10 hours’ sleep per night, and over one-third say they sleep fewer than 7 hours. It is clear that the eight-hour myth hides significant variation – and an experiment with only eight people will not tell the whole story.

How much sleep do you need?

So how much do we need? It seems we are all different – ‘Nowt as queer as folk’ you might say. When Napoleon Bonaparte was asked how many hours’ sleep people need, he replied ‘Six for a man, seven for a woman, eight for a fool.’

This is one of the most valuable and insightful phrases about the amount of sleep you should have. It shows a disregard for personal differences and the events happening around you in your lives when you try to sleep. Do you believe that the stronger a person is perceived to be, the less sleep they need?

You need to ignore these implied, and sometimes explicit, stereo-types. Each person needs different amounts of sleep. These differences may be due to your genetic composition, lifestyle and levels of activity, health or other factors; also, these needs change for the same person as they get older or during particular phases of life that they experience.

The key to understanding whether or not you have had enough sleep is noticing if there is excessive sleepiness, particularly during the daytime. Sometimes people report very little sleep but have no excessive daytime sleepiness. Therefore it is reasonably straightforward to ascertain that they have in fact had ‘enough’ sleep.

The idea of stating an amount of time you need to sleep is similar to stating the number of calories you should consume. It is well understood that different people need different amounts of energy. The calorie intake differs with age and by sex. During times when you
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‘Excellent — top tips for better sleep”
Professor Mary Morrell, President of the British Sleep Society





