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			The secrets of better sleep

			Get a great night’s sleep, every night!

			
					Problem: getting enough good-quality sleep is essential for our overall quality of life, but this is not always easy. Nowadays, many adults are looking for ways to improve their sleeping habits.

					Aim: to better understand sleep and its importance, to learn about the most common sleep problems, and to discover good habits, tips and alternative therapies to get a great night’s rest.

					FAQs:	Is it correct to say that we sleep to rest?

	Do our genes determine the amount of sleep we need?

	Is sleepwalking a sleep disorder?

	Is it true that the older we get, the less sleep we need?

	Is it true that any sleep we get before midnight is twice as restful?

	What is the optimal sleeping position?

	Am I doing the right thing by following several different treatments to cure my sleeping problems?




			

			Since time immemorial, sleep has been both an essential component of life and a fascinating enigma, as can be seen in the famous lines from Shakespeare’s (English playwright, 1564-1616) play The Tempest: “We are such stuff/As dreams are made on, and our little life/Is rounded with a sleep” (Act IV, Scene I).

			Indeed, we spend a significant proportion of our time sleeping – most of us will spend around a third of our lives asleep. Getting plenty of good-quality sleep is crucial to our wellbeing, while sleep deprivation can lead to a host of physical and mental health problems.

			But what really happens when we are asleep? Even today, we do not have all the answers to this question. Although studies over the past hundred years or so have shed some light on the mysteries of sleep, their results are only the tip of the iceberg.

			In our increasingly fast-paced society, it can be easy to forget that sleep is a natural part of life and a crucial factor in our recovery from tiredness and the efforts of our day-to-day lives. However, a good night’s sleep has become something of a luxury, because it requires us to maintain a consistent daily schedule and respect our body clock. Consequently, nowadays a significant proportion of the population suffers from sleep deprivation and/or poor sleep quality.

			In under 50 minutes, you will learn how sleep works and discover natural ways of achieving good-quality rest. By respecting your physical and mental needs, developing good habits and preserving your body’s natural rhythms, you can find a sleep schedule that works for you and lets you wake up feeling refreshed and ready to take on the day ahead.

		


		
			What is sleep?

			Sleep is a heterogenous physiological state that affects the entire body. It is characterised by a range of changes in the body’s functioning and, most importantly, by the temporary suspension of consciousness and alertness, which are always present when we are awake. It plays an essential role in our body’s homeostasis (the maintenance of equilibrium in our functions).

			Sleep is a period of rest which is distinct from our waking hours, as our conscious mind shuts off and our body’s energy is restored. Sleep is therefore a time for both physical and mental recovery characterised by the temporary absence of our consciousness and will, the slowing of the functions of our nervous system and the partial interruption of our sensory and motor relationships with our environment. Our bodies cannot fully relax and recover without sleep.

			
				
					Changing views on sleep

					Over the centuries, sleep has been contrasted with wakefulness, which is linked to consciousness and reality. However, the Vedas, a body of ancient Indian texts dating from the 12th century BCE, outline an alternative perspective which does not view sleep as the antithesis of wakefulness, but rather as an alternative state of consciousness. Indeed, when we dream, our bodily functions are as active as they are during our waking hours, and our mental experiences at these times are no less real simply because they occur while we are asleep. What we call “reality” is merely a matter of perception, which is determined by our brain activity. In fact, the Vedas outline four different states of consciousness: waking, dreaming, deep sleep (meaning sleep without dreams) and turiya, a state of pure consciousness that serves as an omnipresent background to the other three states.

					In Greek mythology, Morpheus (the son of Hypnos, the god of sleep, and Nyx, the goddess of the night) is the god of dreams and tries to make mortals fall asleep. He is often depicted as a young man with a mirror in one hand and poppies, which cause drowsiness, in the other. He also has wings like a butterfly’s, which flutter silently. He makes people fall asleep by touching them with poppies, and morphine (which is derived from poppies) takes its name from him. Many languages use expressions like “in the arms of Morpheus” to refer to someone who is in a deep, calm sleep.

					Scientists, artists and philosophers from all over the world have long been interested in sleep, as this alternative state of existence raises an endless list of questions about human perception, how our brains work and the nature of reality.

				

			

			Sleep cycles

			Sleep is made up of cycles of around one and a half to two hours that follow on from one another.

			Consequently, in the course of a night we will go through several sleep cycles of varying lengths. Each cycle ends with a transitional phase (sometimes accompanied by a brief period of wakefulness) leading into a new cycle.

			These cycles comprise two types of sleep: slow-wave sleep and rapid eye movement sleep (REM).

			
					In adults, a phase of slow-wave sleep lasts for around 75 minutes and comprises four sub-states of increasingly deep sleep. This type of sleep accounts for almost 80% of our night.

					Slow-wave sleep is followed by a phase of REM sleep, so called because it is characterised by rapid random movement of the eyes. This phase lasts for around 20 minutes and is the time when our brains are most active. It is believed that dreams occur during REM sleep.

			

			In general, we go through four or five cycles each time we sleep, and the length of each type of sleep differs between cycles. Specifically, the first cycle features a particularly long and intense phase of slow-wave sleep and a short period of REM sleep, and this proportion is gradually reversed in subsequent cycles.
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			Each sleep cycle comprises the following phases:

			
					phase I: very light sleep (moment of falling asleep);

					phase II: light slow-wave sleep;

					phase III: deep slow-wave sleep;

					phase IV: very deep slow-wave sleep;

					REM phase.

			

			Phases III and IV have the greatest effect on our recovery. It has been proven that our bodies recover best during the first hours of sleep, when there is a greater proportion of deep sleep, no matter whether we go to bed before midnight or in the early hours of the morning.

			At the end of phase IV, we transition into REM sleep, when we tend to dream more vividly. REM sleep is also sometimes known as paradoxical sleep because, although it is a phase of deep sleep, our brain activity is similar to when we are awake and the physiological functions controlled by the central nervous system are fully active. Our breathing is irregular, our blood pressure increases, and we experience feelings and sensations. Consequently, although we are still asleep, our physiological state is very similar to when we are awake.

			Sometimes, the border between sleep and wakefulness becomes blurred. During prolonged periods of sleep deprivation (known as “sleep debt”, meaning the cumulative effect of not getting enough sleep), a person who is awake may experience brief moments where they are not fully conscious, and during which they can even dream and hallucinate.

			The states of sleep

			The criteria used to define the states of sleep are based on the activity recorded though EEG (electroencephalography) on the surface of the skull under laboratory conditions. This has allowed scientists to study the conditions at the beginning of, during and at the end of sleep, and in particular the neurological and physiological mechanisms that are responsible for these states.

			When we are sleeping, our bodies undergo significant muscular, hormonal, metabolic and behavioural changes. The functions of the automatic nervous system, such as blood pressure and digestion, speed up or slow down depending on the phase of sleep, and conscious mental activity (state of alertness) is suspended.

			During slow-wave sleep, the electrical waves in our brain slow down, going from alpha waves in phase I, when we are sleeping lightly, to delta waves in phase IV, the period of deep sleep that is followed by REM sleep.

			
				
					Short and long sleepers

					If you go to bed after 11pm and only need six hours of sleep or less to wake up feeling refreshed, you are what is known as a short sleeper.

					The amount of sleep you need is not a reflection on you as a person: our sleep needs are determined by our genes. This means that so-called long sleepers need nine or ten hours of sleep to recover adequately, and sleeping less than this will negatively impact their wellbeing.

					The average person needs six to eight hours of sleep per night. To remain in good physical and mental shape, you need to respect your body’s own sleep needs, which will not necessarily be the same as other people’s.

				

			

			The importance of good-quality sleep

			However, the precise physiological role of sleep remains shrouded in mystery. Although sleep appears to be a state of complete calm, it is also a time when complex changes take place in our brains, which cannot be fully explained by the hypothesis that sleep is a time of physical and mental rest. In fact, the activity levels of some brain cells during certain phases of sleep are five to ten times higher than when we are awake!

			One thing, at least, is clear: sleep plays a fundamental role in repair and regeneration. For example, it helps to develop our memories and immune responses, and stimulates functions that are essential to the regulation of our bodies, including protein synthesis, tissue repair, the working of muscle cells and toxin elimination.

			Sleep deprivation and poor-quality sleep both have negative effects on our health and quality of life. Specifically, they typically result in a feeling of tiredness and drowsiness (the leading cause of car accidents), impaired cognitive function, a disrupted metabolism and a weakened immune system, as well as an increased risk of obesity and cardiovascular disease.

			Lack of sleep also has serious consequences on our mental health: it can lead to irritability, anxiety and even depression. Indeed, sleep deprivation is a contributing factor to a range of psychiatric disorders.

			
				
					Did you know?

					When we are 20, one night is enough to catch up the sleep lost in one sleepless night. For each decade after that, we need an extra night: at 30, it will take two nights to catch up, at 40, three nights, and so on.

				

			

		


		
			Sleep disorders

			Sleep disorders refer to any disturbance in the length or quality of our sleep. They can be divided into three main categories: dyssomnias (reduced quality and quantity of sleep), hypersomnia (too much sleep) and parasomnias (abnormal behaviour during sleep).

			Sleep disorders can be caused by a range of factors, including anxiety, depression, apnoea and distractions in the sufferer’s environment. The real problem is the fact that sleep disorders can result in a vicious circle that is hard to break. A person who is anxious about sleeping well is likely to make poor dietary choices, further damaging the quality of their sleep. This makes them even more anxious about getting a good night’s sleep, and their sleep quality deteriorates even further.

			As a general rule, the primary cause of most sleep disorders can be found in our modern lifestyles, as we often find ourselves in a state of hypervigilance and stress which disturbs our natural biological rhythms.

			Insomnia

			Insomnia is without a doubt the most common sleep disorder, affecting between 15 and 20% of adults in Western countries. However, not all cases of insomnia are equal: there is a difference between chronic insomnia, which is fortunately quite rare, and temporary insomnia, in which sufferers only occasionally struggle to fall asleep or end up waking frequently in the night.

			There are two kinds of insomnia: primary insomnia, which has no external cause, and secondary insomnia, which is a side effect of another illness or other circumstances.

			
				
					Sleeping patterns throughout history

					Historical accounts and scientific evidence have shown that our ancestors never slept for eight hours in one go, even though nowadays this is held up as the standard for healthy sleeping patterns.

					According to a 2001 study by Roger Ekirch, a historian at Virginia Tech University, until the 18th century humans slept in two phases rather than one: in other words, our ancestors woke up in the middle of the night to reflect, work or even visit neighbours, among other activities, before going back to bed. They would typically sleep for three or four hours, wake up for an hour or so, then go back to sleep until morning.

					Further evidence for this hypothesis comes from tests carried out by Thomas Wehr of the National Institute of Mental Health in the 1990s, which demonstrated that biphasic sleep comes naturally to humans. This means that we naturally wake up at the quietest, calmest period of the night and go back to sleep a few hours later. Even today, monks in a number of religions use this time to pray and meditate.

				

			

			Restless legs syndrome (RLS)

			The main symptoms of RLS are movement, pins and needles and pain in the legs. Immobility exacerbates these symptoms, which means that they are worse in the evening and at night. It is an intermittent problem: sufferers generally report alternating periods of severe and mild symptoms.

			The causes of RLS have still not been conclusively identified, although researchers are currently looking into a potential link between the disorder and iron or magnesium deficiencies, disruptions

			Obstructive sleep apnoea (OSA)

			
			
			
			Sleepwalking
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