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		I still remember the feeling when my grandmother put me to sleep at night. I felt happy, I felt loved, and I felt excited about what the next day would bring. This book is dedicated to her. I will never stop representing her and sharing all of the incredible gifts that she saw in me.

		It’s my sincerest wish that you not only get the best sleep possible, but that your life is happier, healthier, and full of success because of it.
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		FOREWORD

		Sleep suffers from a PR problem and desperately needs rebranding. Sleep isn’t sexy. Sleep is a necessary part of life, though most of us scrape by with as little as possible. Most physicians and public health officials ignore it as a cornerstone of optimal health. Sleep just seems like a no-brainer, so few people have paid attention. Until now.

		It turns out that sleep can make or break your ability to lose weight, age slowly, prevent cancer, and perform at a high level. That’s because sleep regulates most hormone production. Sleep is part of your circadian rhythm, meaning that it occurs under a repeatable, 24-hour process and is determined by the light-dark cycle of your environment. At least 15 percent of your DNA is controlled by circadian rhythm, including your body’s repair mechanisms.

		You may be saying to yourself, “That’s fine, Dr. Sara—I’ll just take an Ambien and call you in the morning.” Sadly, pharmaceuticals aren’t the answer. Taking sleeping medication, even as little as one pill 20 times per year, has been shown in three large studies to be associated with increased mortality. Plus, your favorite prescription sleepers add only about 30 to 40 minutes of sleep to your schedule, and not necessarily high-quality sleep. Put another way, popping a prescription isn’t the solution because poor sleep isn’t usually from a single cause.

		We need a broader-based solution. That’s where Shawn Stevenson comes in.

		I first met Shawn about 2 years ago, when he was a guest on my podcast. Hearing his voice, I secretly wondered how a health expert could be so cool. I tried to categorize him as a nutritionist or a trainer, but he didn’t fit the mold. I listened to him tell his dramatic story of growing up in some of the harshest conditions for any child, and his story of transformation as a teenager stunned me and made me want to know more.

		You see, Shawn rose above the despair of inner-city life as a scholar athlete with a lot of promise. Little did he know that his ticket out would get shut down early. He was in track practice performing a 200-meter time trial with his coach, and as he came off the curve into the straightaway, he broke his hip. Not from trauma or a fall, simply from running all out. It wasn’t until years later, when he was 20, that he finally got the correct diagnosis of degenerative bone and disc disease. He had two herniated discs at L4 and L5/S1. Doctors told him: Stop competing as an athlete. Nothing can be done. Take these medications for the rest of your life.

		That was a defining moment, because Shawn decided that the message from conventional medicine wasn’t good enough. So he took on his diagnoses with the tenacity and focus of a sprinter and figured out on his own key principles of functional medicine: that your body cannot create and regenerate tissues if it doesn’t have the necessary raw materials, and that you cannot turn over your power to a well-meaning health professional who offers no hope. In functional medicine (the type of systems-based medical care that I provide where we address the root cause of symptoms), we call it a pleiotropic solution—an approach that addresses nutrition, exercise, stress response, relationships, and self-care.

		He began upgrading to organic food and increasing micronutrient density. He didn’t like vegetables, so he started juicing to sneak in the benefits. And perhaps most important, he upgraded his sleep. Six weeks later, he had lost 28 pounds. His acne cleared up along with his chronic joint pain. His energy was unprecedented. Nine months later, his physician stared at his MRI scan in disbelief: Shawn’s two herniated discs had healed, and he had regained lubrication in his discs. He even grew a half-inch taller. He completely reversed the degeneration.

		Shawn learned that we have to take it upon ourselves to make the first steps in achieving the health we want. And he’s on a mission to show you how.

		Sleep is when growth hormone is released, so that your body can maintain and repair muscle and decrease belly fat. Sleep helps to consolidate your memory and literally changes the cellular structure of the brain by providing a wash of cerebral spinal fluid that removes the damaging molecules associated with neurodegeneration.

		When your sleep suffers, you suffer major consequences beyond the dark circles under your eyes. You’re probably grouchy and not fun to be around. Key relationships and parenting suffer. Work productivity declines. Your level of cortisol, a key stress hormone, is higher—and that makes you eat more and store belly fat. Your thyroid slows down. Insulin doesn’t work as well, and your blood sugar gets out of whack. You can’t clear the gunk out of your brain or soul. Your risk of cancer is quadrupled depending on the duration and volume of your sleep debt. You increase your risk of diabetes, metabolic syndrome, and heart disease.

		When you improve your sleep by using the tips in this book, you’ll likely experience the following benefits:

		•Better skin health and a more youthful appearance

		•Emotional regeneration and better relationships

		•Decreased risk of stroke and cardiovascular disease

		•Fewer accidents

		•Lower levels of inflammation

		•Enhanced function of the immune system and lower risk of cancer and infection

		•Hormonal balance

		•Faster rate of weight loss

		•Decreased pain

		•Stronger bones

		•Lower risk of Alzheimer’s disease and cognitive decline; better memory

		•Longevity

		I urge you to upgrade your sleep with Shawn Stevenson. I consider Shawn a good friend and colleague, and I know he’s part cool, straight-shooting motivator and part academic. That combination makes him uniquely qualified as a new, fresh, and vital voice in the crowded space of wellness and health. Shawn knows the importance of health more than most because he hasn’t always been on the receiving end of it. He’s gritty and real. He wants you to find the best solutions, no matter the prognosis, because he knows from experience how to beat any prognosis. So upgrade your sleep, and you’ll upgrade your health and your life.

		Sara Gottfried, MD
Berkeley, California

	
		AUTHOR’S PREFACE

		Being good at sleep isn’t like being good at baseball or public speaking. You don’t win any awards for being a good sleeper, and no one praises you for how awesome you may be at it. Being a good sleeper is something that’s generally very private—until not being a good sleeper starts to leak its way into other areas of your life.

		My struggle with sleep paraded around town in a public affair with my weight and health issues, yet in many ways it was still ignored. Everyone could see the extra weight I was carrying, and they could see that I was in pain from a tremendous health problem, but no one saw the struggle I had on my pillow each night. It was a quiet suffering that I battled alone. But luckily there was light at the end of the tunnel.

		I could not have found my road back to health without first paving a way to better sleep. It seems surreal sometimes that countless people around the world are sleeping better at night because of what I went through. Though there have been some extremely rough times, I wouldn’t trade my experiences for the world. I’ve learned over time that great teachers come before us to give us the gift of accelerated growth. They struggle and find the way so that we don’t have to.

		We all have a story, and my story is much bigger than just finding a way to be good at sleep. As you’ll discover in this book, our sleep quality (or lack thereof) is heavily influenced by our diet, exercise, stress levels, and many other pertinent lifestyle factors. For me, like everyone else, my blueprint in these areas was set at a very young age. I hope that by hearing my story, and putting what I learned into action for yourself, it leads you to the most incredible health—and sleep—that you’ve ever dreamed possible.

		SETTING THE BAR

		My mother was really young when she had me, so for the first 6 years of my life, I lived with my grandmother. She set the template for unconditional love, learning, and self-confidence. But she also set a template for my eating habits that would last for decades.

		Though my grandfather would hunt and fish, and my grandmother grew food in her garden, because she wanted me to be happy and always “clean my plate,” she would give me things like fish sticks, macaroni and cheese, SpaghettiOs, sandwiches, and potato chips most of the time. Occasionally I’d accept some broccoli (but only if it had a little cheese on it!). Any “weird foods” I didn’t like (aka anything that didn’t come in a box), she would let me slip by without eating. I know she loved me dearly, but my palate was now set for an early date with disease.

		I moved in with my mom in the inner city around age 7 and carried those same habits, but my mom and stepfather would try to force me to eat—yelling, threatening, all things that naturally are going to create an even stronger apprehension of trying new foods.

		Now I had even more access to foods I didn’t get to see as much with my grandmother, such as fast food and candy. It was like a dream come true. I could go to the corner store and buy “penny candy” with the little pocket change I would find. I could literally get 100 pieces of candy for a dollar! I felt like I was the wealthiest kid on earth. I was swimming in candy like Scrooge McDuck swimming in his money.

		I got fast food occasionally with my grandmother, but it was everywhere around me now. It was cheap enough that we could afford it, and the convenience was a huge player because my mom and stepfather worked hard, long hours to make sure we were fine.

		By my first couple of years in elementary school, I had learned a lot from both environments. From my mom I learned how to survive. I learned how to make something out of nothing. I learned that no matter what happened the day before, you get up, go to work, and handle your responsibilities.

		What I received from my grandmother really came in powerfully in other areas. I really understood the value of learning and was pretty passionate about listening to the wisdom of my teachers. I received numerous academic awards all through school, and I saw the real downside of drugs and alcohol in the community that I was a part of when I moved in with my mom (especially within my own home, seeing what it did to my family). It gave me a clear picture of what I didn’t want, and my life became about making a way to live a healthy life on my terms (even though I didn’t know what health really was, I knew very clearly what it wasn’t).

		My efforts to steer clear of drugs and alcohol and to be a high performer in school were going well. But my food decisions and daily lack of good nutrition were starting to take their toll. The first warning sign was when I was 15 years old. I was a two-sport athlete performing at a high level. Having already ran a 4.5-second 40-yard dash before the football season, I was now ready for track season to begin to really see what I could do . . . but fate had other plans.

		One day at track practice, while doing a 200-meter time trial with my coach—just me and my coach on the track—as I was coming off of the curve onto the straightaway, I broke my hip.

		No trauma, no fall, this was simply from running. I didn’t know what was happening. I thought maybe I had just torn a muscle, but when I went to the physical therapist and he took an x-ray, there it was floating off in space. I pulled a muscle, and along with it came part of my iliac crest (the top of my hip bone).

		I went through the standard of care: ultrasound, staying off the leg, and taking some NSAIDS (anti-inflammatory drugs). It was cool because I got to walk around with crutches and get out of class early for a few weeks. But no one ever stopped to ask: How did this 15-year-old kid’s hip break? This type of thing is usually reserved for people much older. It’s not the case that elderly people tend to fall and break their hips; it’s that they tend to break their hips and then fall. How could this happen to me?

		Fast-forward through about a dozen small injuries after that, and I was finally diagnosed with degenerative bone disease and degenerative disc disease at 20 years old. No cure. No hope for getting any better (according to my well-meaning physicians).

		The very first physician who ordered an MRI put the scans of my spine up for me to see and told me what the diagnosis was. I optimistically said, “How do we fix this?”

		He looked at me with a little bit of pity and said, “Son, this is incurable. You have the spine of an 80-year-old. There’s nothing that you can do about it. We are going to get you some medication to manage this, but this is something you’re just going to have to live with. I’m sorry.”

		Deflated and confused, I left the doctor’s office and proceeded to get worse and worse over the following days, weeks, and months.

		This was definitely the darkest spot in my life. I was in college and had to keep dropping classes because it was just too difficult to get around. I was fine once I was up walking around for a while, but every time I would sit down or lie down, in order for me to stand up again, I had to deal with what could be best described as an electric shock shooting down my leg. It was powerful enough that it would make me physically jerk. It was embarrassing and painful, and it put me in fear of even standing up.

		Two and a half years went by, and I gained about 50 pounds. Following the doctor’s orders of bed rest and minimal activity, I just continued to pile on the weight, eat my standard college diet, and stay up late playing Madden football video games. (Side note here: I became awesome at Madden.)

		I continued to bank on the next physician I spoke with to give me hope, but that hope never came. It was all the same thing: Medication, bed rest, and I’m sorry that this happened. Then one night, everything changed. . . .

		SECOND CHANCE

		I sat on the edge of my bed in my one-bedroom college apartment with my medication bottle in my hand. I took this particular medication every night to make sure I stayed asleep, because even if I moved around in bed, the pain could be enough to wake me up.

		I stared at the pill bottle, and my grandmother came rushing into my mind. . . .

		She always told me how special I was. She told everyone that I would do great things, as did my mom. They believed in me. And here I was having lost belief in myself.

		In that moment I realized that I’d been putting all of my hope into my doctors alone. Though they meant well, they don’t walk in my shoes, and they can never have the final say about what I’m capable of.

		In that moment my life changed. In that moment I made the decision to get well, which most people never actually do. Most of the time we hope, wish, or try for things to get better. Even when we pray, it’s without the most important faculty of bringing that prayer to life, which is belief.

		The word decision is from the Latin de, meaning from, and cider, which means to cut. So when you make a real decision about something, you cut away the possibility of anything happening except that thing. There is no other option except the thing that you decide upon. Come what may, you’re going to have, do, and be whatever it takes to make your vision a reality. And my vision was health.

		TURNING THE CORNER

		I’m a very analytical person by nature. I want to know how something works, not solely rely on the fact that it does. I didn’t just bank on my newfound decision and inspiration. I put a plan together that entailed three specific things.

		For some strange reason, I asked the doctor who gave me the original diagnosis if this condition had anything to do with what I was eating, or if exercising a different way would help. He looked at me like I was from another planet and said, “This has absolutely nothing to do with what you’re eating. And exercise isn’t going to help this.” He then wrote me a prescription to eat some pills. And that never did sit right with me.

		If I was swallowing those pills every day, of course what I was putting in my mouth mattered! Everything that goes in my body does!

		So, with this hunch, I decided to change the way I was eating. As you can imagine, my palate was now set heavily for doughnuts and pizza, so this was not a walk in the park. I had to make it easy, so I just did what I knew I could do: I stopped eating fast food and started making those foods myself (and simply upgrading the quality of my ingredients).

		Instead of burgers, fries, and soda from a fast-food place, I began buying grass-fed beef and organic oven fries and throwing in a veggie that I’d actually eat on the side (usually broccoli sans cheese). Instead of soda and milkshakes, I was drinking water like I was getting paid for it.

		I noticed a significant change from small switches like that. Less inflammation, more energy, and the scale even dropping in a direction that I hadn’t seen in years.

		Switches like this help because conventionally raised cattle eating a diet of grains, corn, and soy are proven to have higher levels of omega-6 (pro-inflammatory) fatty acids in their tissues and less omega-3 (anti-inflammatory) fatty acids. In study after study they are also shown to have higher levels of disease, and this is where the common practice of adding antibiotics to the feed takes place, not to mention the addition of hormones to increase the yield of dairy or meat.

		Does that sound normal?

		Cows are ruminant animals that have evolved over millennia to eat grass. Grass is cow’s food. Sure, they can eat a little of other stuff, but as soon as that ratio of natural to unnatural food gets skewed, cows start expressing diseases just like we do. And then we turn around and consume the products from these animals. You can start to see why this could be problematic. So it’s important to remember: It’s not just “you are what you eat.” It’s also, you are what you eat ate.

		I researched like a madman and looked into what my bones and the discs in my spine were actually made of and what it took for them to be healthy. I started studying health instead of disease, and I was shocked at what I found. Things like sulfur-bearing amino acids, polysaccharides, magnesium, silica, and even vitamin C were critical to my tissue health. I wasn’t getting any of those things on my fast food–based diet. The closest I came was some fancy pasteurized orange juice and milk that was “fortified” with vitamin C or calcium. That means they were added back to it in a synthetic form because the high heat processing destroys a lot of the nutrients that would normally be in it.

		After upgrading the quality of my ingredients, I found out what foods I could find those nutrients in, and if I didn’t like them, I started juicing them or blending them into delicious smoothies.

		It’s critical to understand that your body requires you to supply it with the raw materials it needs to rebuild itself. If you don’t provide your body with those nutrients to regenerate those tissues, then how in the world can it do its job? I was dealing with chronic degeneration, and it was a miracle that I even made it to the age of 15 before breaking down so noticeably. I was deficient in so many things my body needed that it simply couldn’t maintain my health until I changed the way I was eating. But food wasn’t the only thing I needed to change.

		BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER

		After getting on track with my food, I started exercising again. This was nothing crazy. I just took my time and progressed each day. I started off on a stationary bike, then transitioned to walking, to a little jogging, to picking up the weights again, to eventually being able to do a lot more “normal” activities. Your body literally requires movement in order to heal itself. Even when we’re taking in powerful nutrients through our diets (as I was now doing), our bodies increase their assimilation of these nutrients through movement.

		In figuring out how this works, I came across a study done on racehorses. If a racehorse breaks a bone, it could be grounds for the animal to be put down, so there is a vested interest in improving their bone density. In this particular study, the researchers gave the horses supplements along with their normal diet and found that there was a negligible increase in their bone density. However, when the horses were walked, in addition to supplementation and their normal diet, the researchers noted a substantial increase in their bone density.

		I got it! Real food, plus movement, equals a greatly increased shot at getting what I wanted. But there was still one missing piece. . . .

		As I started to put the care and attention into my body that it had longed so much for over the years, I naturally started to get to bed earlier and get up earlier. Number one, I felt excited about life again as things were changing, and number two, my body really wanted sleep because of all of the changes it was making thanks to the exercise and good nutrition I was taking in during the day. I was beginning to realize how much sleep mattered, yet I still didn’t grasp just how powerful it was until years later when I started my clinical practice.

		As you’ll discover, your body actually does the vast majority of healing while you’re asleep. Good sleep is where I found the greatest leverage to change my health and my body. And this is what completed the three pillars of health that changed everything for me: right nutrition, right exercise, and right sleep.

		Six weeks after that decision I made on the edge of my bed, I had lost 28 pounds, I had a complete transformation in my levels of energy, and, most important, the pain that I had been experiencing every single day for the last 2½ years was gone.

		I was sort of in shock. I mean, how could this be? But after going over what I had done, it all made sense. Your body really does work on a use-it-or-lose-it basis. If you put a cast on your arm, the muscles and tissues of that arm will atrophy. Well, I had put a cast on my whole body—a psychological prison where I was powerless and hardly moved. I was afraid to move.

		But when I put the fear aside, implemented the things my genes had been expecting of me, and took responsibility for my body again, I broke out of the cast and didn’t just get back my life—I got an even better one.

		THE START OF SOMETHING SPECIAL

		I was still attending my university during this time, and professors and students alike started asking me what I had done. I remember walking out of class and the teacher stopping me. He looked me right in the eyes and said, “What happened? You look so healthy!” As if an accident had occurred.

		I didn’t just look like a person who had lost weight. I looked like someone who was radiantly healthy. My skin glowed, my body was strong, and I walked with confidence that few people had seen before. I walked with confidence because I could walk—and I realized that there was always an opportunity to turn things around.

		About 9 months after my initial moment of decision, I went back to my latest physician and got a scan of my spine done. He put it up and just stood looking at it with his hand on his chin for what seemed like an eternity. He turned to me and said, “Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it. Things look good, my friend. I haven’t seen results like this before.” The two herniated discs I had (L4 and L5/S1) had retracted on their own, and some of the “ juiciness” had been returned to the discs in my back.

		I walked out of there with a new lease on life, and I knew that all I had gone through was for a bigger purpose.

		Students, professors, and faculty at my university started asking me for help. That was really the birthing of my career. I got certified as a strength and conditioning coach and shifted as many of my remaining college courses as I could to anything and everything related to health.

		Since then, I’ve had the opportunity to work with thousands of people in a one-on-one context, and, at this point, many hundreds of thousands of people directly through books, programs, keynotes, workshops, and my number one rated podcast, and the reach is growing every day. I have so much gratitude for what I went through, and I wouldn’t change it for anything. It’s the tough times that can sometimes bring out the best in us. What I went through has allowed me to be of service in the lives of so many others. Actually, gratitude isn’t even a strong enough word for how I feel.

		I wanted to share this story with you because there are many lessons to glean from it. First of all: decisions. There’s a certain power to being truly committed to something. When you tap into the “Come what may! Nothing can stop me!” power that you have within you, it’s amazing the changes that you can make. Whether it’s improving your sleep or any other area of your life, challenges may arise, but you’ll always find a way to make it through them by harnessing your power to choose.

		Second: the power of nutrition, exercise, and sleep. You literally get to decide what you make your cells and tissues out of. Your decisions about what you put on your plate are not just impacting you; they are impacting every single part of you. That power is in your hands.

		Exercise is not about a flat belly and six-pack abs. Sure, those things can be a part of it, but exercise is far more important than that. Exercise radically increases the assimilation of nutrients and, more important, aids in the elimination of metabolic wastes, moving your lymphatic system, and pushing toxic waste out of your body.

		To take it a step further, it’s really about movement, not just exercise. Exercise is something people tend to do for maybe an hour a day, but then what about the other 23 hours? People who exercise for an hour a day are only 4 percent more active than people who don’t exercise at all. Sure, that 4 percent matters, but deciding to live a life of movement and health isn’t optional today. It’s something that your genes expect you to do.

		Sleep is the force multiplier. It will magnify the results you get from your food and movement in the most amazing way if you allow it to. That’s what this book is all about.

		Within these pages you’ll discover the clinically proven strategies that have helped countless people to begin getting the best sleep of their lives. You’re going to find out exactly why sleep is so valuable to changing your body, your health, and even the levels of fulfillment and success in your life. Your sleep quality and the quality of your life go hand in hand. Learning to sleep smarter is going to be one of the most valuable things you’ll ever do in the pursuit of living a great life on your terms. Here’s to many nights of great sleep, and many days of good health and success!

	
		INTRODUCTION

		Sleep is the secret sauce.

		There isn’t one facet of your mental, emotional, or physical performance that’s not affected by the quality of your sleep.

		The big challenge is that in our fast-paced world today, millions of people are chronically sleep deprived and suffering the deleterious effects of getting low-quality sleep.

		The consequences of sleep deprivation aren’t pretty either. Try immune system failure, diabetes, cancer, obesity, depression, and memory loss, just to name a few. Most people don’t realize that their continuous sleep problems are also a catalyst for the diseases and appearance issues they’re experiencing.

		Studies have shown that just one night of sleep deprivation can make you as insulin resistant as a person with type 2 diabetes. This translates directly to aging faster, decreased libido, and storing more body fat than you want to (say it ain’t so!). Now stretch that out over weeks, months, even years, and you can start to see why lack of sleep can be such a huge problem.

		A study published in the Canadian Medical Association Journal showed that sleep deprivation is directly related to an inability to lose weight. Test subjects were put on the same exercise and diet program, but those who were in the sleep deprivation group (fewer than 6 hours per night) consistently lost less weight and body fat than those in the control group, who slept for more than 8 hours per night. Could high-quality sleep be the missing component to nutrition and smart exercise to help you shed fat for good?

		In Chapters 11 and 13, we’ll be exploring the sleep–body fat connection and specific strategies to help you get in the best shape of your life. Pour on that secret sauce please!

		Other studies show that sleep deprivation encourages cancer, Alzheimer’s, depression, and even heart disease. One such study cited in the journal Sleep followed 98,000 people for 14 years and discovered that women who got fewer than 4 hours of sleep per night were twice as likely to die prematurely from heart disease.

		In no way does that mean that the fellas are off the hook. Men are more likely to die from heart disease as it is, but add sleep deprivation to the mix and you have a real recipe for trouble. A study reported by the World Health Organization tracked the results of 657 men over a 14-year period. They found that men with poor sleep quality were also twice as likely to have a heart attack and up to 4 times more likely to have a stroke during the study period.

		Heart disease is one of the biggest killers in the world today. Pulling back the veil and uncovering how sleep deprivation is a part of many of our health problems is one of the biggest steps in finding a solution.

		REMEMBER THAT YOU ARE NOT ALONE

		As it stands, 60 percent of people in the United States say that they have difficulties sleeping every night (or at least every other night). Sleep loss is a common condition in developed countries overall. Evidence shows that people in Western countries are sleeping on average 1½ to 2 full hours per night less than we did just a century ago. It has become a chronic issue that somehow we have “forgotten” how to do something that should come completely naturally to us as human beings.

		It took nearly a decade of clinical practice before I took a good hard look at sleep myself. Day after day I would see incredible success stories from people who implemented my nutrition and exercise advice. I was immensely grateful for that, and happy for my clients, but there was something that continued to be a virtual thorn in my side.

		I couldn’t seem to take my mind off of the percentage of people who seemed to do everything right but still weren’t able to achieve the results that other people had. They ate an incredible diet, they exercised (oftentimes too much), yet they still couldn’t seem to optimize their hormone function, balance their blood sugar levels, get the scale to budge, or whatever their main target was. Their passion and persistence was just an exercise in futility, and eventually they would fall into a place of learned helplessness or just give up altogether.

		After years of being unable to crack this mystery, I finally began to do a deeper analysis and examine the daily lifestyle factors that could be coming into play.

		MEAN GENES

		Many people have unknowingly bought into the idea of genetic control—essentially believing that our genes control everything about us. I have genes for heart disease; I have genes for arthritis; I have some really strong fat genes that won’t allow me to fit into my skinny jeans!

		Even though our genes play a huge role in our health, they are in no way where the story begins or ends. There is a booming field of science called epigenetics that is looking at our genetic expression in a totally new way. “Epi” means above. (Thus, your “epidermis” is the layer above your dermis, or the outermost portion of your skin.) Epigenetics is looking at what’s above our genetic control, and what has been discovered is fascinating.

		As it turns out, our genes are not what directly control our health, appearance, and personality, as many of us once believed. Our genes are sort of like a blueprint, and within that blueprint are different options for how our structure will be built. Thousands of hours of genetic research have uncovered that we humans collectively share the same 20,000 to 25,000 genes. That’s it!

		This number has been revised down drastically from the originally estimated 100,000-plus genes, and it will likely continue to drop as gene discovery methods improve. So, the question arises, if we all share the same 25,000 or fewer genes, how in the world do we have such a variation in the way we all look? In the level of health we experience? In the way that our lives turn out?

		To put it simply, our environment, our lifestyle, and the decisions we make (either consciously or unconsciously) are determining which genes are getting expressed every second of our lives. We all have genes for diseases, but some people never experience them. We all have genes for optimal health and normal function, but some people struggle to ever see that as a reality.

		Today we have to be empowered enough to know that we, in fact, have a huge impact on the way our health turns out. This is really nothing new if you think about it. We know that a person will likely turn out healthier if he or she doesn’t smoke a pack of cigarettes every day. The physical changes that happen as a result of the person’s smoking habit are a different genetic expression, and even mutation of genes, based on the decision to put that butt in their mouth every day. Yes, it is as bad as it sounds.

		We also know that the food we eat can drastically change the way we look and feel. There’s a whole flourishing field of science called nutrigenomics that’s looking at the way every single bite of food you eat is impacting your genetic expression. Now stretch this understanding of epigenetics out into the realm of sleep. There may be nothing more powerful in influencing the way you look and feel than the quality of sleep you’re getting.

		Research published in Current Neurology and Neuroscience Reports found that sleep plays a huge role in the function of our DNA and RNA. The study reported that “these epigenetic mechanisms are clearly regulated by the circadian clock,” encapsulating the point that your sleep is going to determine the quality of the “copies” that your body prints out of you. Sleep can determine whether your body is printing out the cells of a sexy beast or the cells of a wildebeest. We ultimately get to decide.

		In my practice I started doing an analysis to help every single person uncover what epigenetic influences were hiding in plain sight. I asked them about work, I asked them about their relationships, I asked them about their habits from the time they got up in the morning to the moment they laid their head down at night. After doing this analysis, looking at blood work, and looking at hormone panels, one thing became crystal clear. All of the individuals struggling to get results had a huge problem with one of two things: sleep or stress. And most of the time it was both, as poor sleep and stress often come hand in hand.

		There were dozens of stress management practices they had access to, but very few methods of improving sleep outside of the cookie-cutter advice to “sleep 8 hours.” I knew this wasn’t the only solution because many people got 8 hours of sleep, but they still woke up feeling exhausted and dragged around with low energy every day. This sent me on a mission to help them find ways to radically improve the quality of their sleep and not just the quantity. When they began to put these strategies into action, it was as if the floodgates opened, and all the results they’d been struggling to get came rushing in almost effortlessly. I was well aware of what the data showed on the importance of high-quality sleep, but to see it firsthand was life-changing.

		Many of the clinically proven strategies my patients used are here in this book. And the funny thing is, at really no point did I tell them to sleep more; it was really about sleeping smarter. The quality of sleep they were getting was radically transformed, which led to radical transformations in their bodies, minds, and even the success in their lives.

		WHAT TO EXPECT

		In a society that’s overworked and under-rested, it’s more important than ever to pay attention to issues associated with not getting the sleep that we require. Although we’ll be covering the negative impact of sleep problems in this book, we’re going to put our major focus on what you can do to improve your sleep starting tonight, and avoid these chronic issues in the first place.

		But what about performance in your work? What about productivity and getting things done?

		At first glance we might think that working more and skimping on sleep will get us there faster. The research is in, and it’s 100 percent conclusive: When you don’t sleep well, you get slower, less creative, and more stressed, and you underperform. Basically, you’re utilizing only a fraction of what you’re capable of. We’re going to talk about this more in Chapter 1, so sit tight and I’ll give you the lowdown on what sleep (or lack thereof) is doing to your brain.

		There’s an old Irish proverb that says, “A good laugh and a long sleep are the two best cures for anything.” My promise to you is that this book will give you real, practical strategies to help you get the best sleep possible. You’ll laugh, you’ll think, you’ll plan, you’ll put strategies into action, and you’ll see your life transformed as a result of it.

		You deserve to be healthy, happy, and fulfilled in your life. Getting great sleep is a huge component of this, and this book is the key to helping you get there.

		You are going to be given 21 proven strategies you can utilize to immediately improve the quality of your sleep. You can use one or all of the tips depending on your own unique goals and lifestyle. As a special bonus, at the end of the book, you’ll receive a 14-Day Sleep Makeover plan to help you put everything together for the best results possible.

		A pioneer and leading authority on sleep research, William Dement, MD, said, “You’re not healthy, unless your sleep is healthy.”

		Nothing could be more true, and these 21 tips are going to help you get great sleep for many years to come.
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