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SLEEPING YOUR WAY TO THE TOP  

Often overlooked, sleep is a foundation stone, 

along with exercise and nutrition, for both 

mental and physical wellbeing. More than a 

third of Americans get too little sleep, 

according to the U.S. Centre for Disease 

Control and Prevention (CDC).  

 

We wear our sleep deprived lives as badges of 

honor, proof that we are loyal corporate 

citizens, when in reality we are scoring 

monumental own goals that are harming both 

ourselves and the organisations we work 

for.  The negative effects on cognitive 

performance (with many of us working in the knowledge economy), Prof. Czeisler from Harvard 

Medical School says, are similar to those that occur after drinking too much alcohol!  "We now 

know that 24 hours without sleep or a week of sleeping four or five hours a night induces an 

impairment equivalent to a blood alcohol level of 0.1%” (twice the drunk drive limit in RSA). We 

would never say, 'This person is a great worker! He's drunk all the time!' yet we continue to 

celebrate people who sacrifice sleep for work."  

 

I will sleep when I am dead….. 
(Based on seminal research by Prof. Matt Walker, Neuroscience and Psychology at the University of California, 

Berkeley). 

 

After sixteen hours of being awake, the brain begins to fail. Humans need more than seven 

hours of sleep each night to maintain cognitive performance. After ten days of just seven hours 

of sleep, the brain is as dysfunctional as it would be after going without sleep for twenty-four 

hours. Three full nights of recovery sleep (i.e., more nights than a weekend) are insufficient to 

restore performance back to normal levels after a week of short sleeping. 

 

For as long as the state of insufficient sleep lasts, and for some time thereafter, the body 

remains stuck in some degree of a fight-or-flight state. It can last for years in those with an 

untreated sleep disorder, excessive work hours that limit sleep or its quality (e.g. shift work), or 

the simple neglect of sleep by an individual. Like a car engine continuously over-revved by a 

learner driver, your sympathetic nervous system (that activates the fight-or-flight response) is 

floored into perpetual overdrive by a lack of sleep. The consequential strain creates a host of 

https://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2016/p0215-enough-sleep.html
https://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2016/p0215-enough-sleep.html
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/17040040/#:%7E:text=The%20negative%20effects%20on%20cognitive,1%25.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3430894/
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health issues. Concentrations of a key stress-related chemical called noradrenaline are 

completely shut off within your brain when you enter the dreaming sleep state. In fact, REM 

sleep is the only time during the twenty-four-hour period when your brain is completely devoid 

of this anxiety-triggering molecule. 

 

Physical: Over a fourteen-year period, those sleeping six hours or less were 400 - 500 % more 

likely to suffer one or more cardiac arrests than those sleeping more than six hours. It’s 

important to note that in many of these studies, the relationship between short sleep and heart 

failure remains strong even after controlling for other known cardiac risk factors, such as 

smoking, physical activity, and body mass. A lack of sleep more than accomplishes its own, 

independent attack on the heart.  

 

Mental: There is no major psychiatric condition in which sleep is normal. This is true of 

depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), schizophrenia, and bipolar disorder 

(once known as manic depression). 

  

But that’s not all, a lack of sleep is linked to an incredibly wide range of ailments, from heart 

disease and Type 2 diabetes to obesity, depression, poor cognitive function, and 

even Alzheimer’s disease. Indeed, a 2017 meta-analysis of 27 studies found that sleep 

problems raise the risk of cognitive impairment by 65%, and that dysfunctional sleep could 

explain as many as 15% of cases of Alzheimer’s disease.  

So how do you make the most of this precious commodity? Below are some ideas to keep in 

mind: 

1. Evaluating your sleep health - SATED questionnaire 

The first step is to evaluate daily activities and sleep-wake patterns to determine how much 

sleep is obtained. The optimum sleep period for adults irrespective of age is 7-9 hours of sleep 

per night. A pragmatic approach is to gradually move to an earlier bedtime (15-30 mins per 

week incrementally) if you are under-sleeping. According to Prof Rose Anne Kelly, author of 

Age Proof, during slow wave sleep (NREM), the spaces between brain cells fill with additional 

fluid, called cerebrospinal fluid, which bathes the brain and the spine. This washes away toxins 

that have accumulated during the day, including those implicated in dementia - beta 

amyloid and tau protein. It is important these toxins and waste products are regularly cleared 

by the cerebrospinal fluid otherwise they accumulate and block transmission of signals 

between the brain cells. It’s a bit like interrupting the rinse cycle on your dishwasher, the plates 

and utensils are left dirty.  

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/why_your_brain_needs_to_dream#:%7E:text=Dreaming%20is%20like%20overnight%20therapy&text=REM%20sleep%20is%20the%20only,REM%20sleep%20as%20we%20dream.
https://www.cdc.gov/features/sleep-heart-health/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/features/sleep-heart-health/index.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3632337/
http://www.dana.org/News/The_Link_Between_Depression,_Sleep,_and_Stress/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2656292/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4323377/
https://academic.oup.com/sleep/article/40/1/zsw032/2661823
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In the words of Dr. Thomas Roth, of the Henry Ford Hospital in Detroit, “The number of people 

who can survive on five hours of sleep or less without impairment, and rounded to a whole 

number, is zero.” 

We should aim for about 85% sleep efficiency. This is why we talk of ideally getting a range of 

7-9 hours of sleep per night, as it acknowledges not just quantity but the quality. If it takes more 

than 20-25 mins to fall asleep again, then you need to work on this, but waking up during night 

is fine.  

SATED questionnaire is based on five simple questions (see below). Each question has three 

possible responses that you can score – Rarely/Never (0), Sometimes (1) and Always (2). Add 

up your scores. Each of the 5 SATED dimensions has significant health outcomes. 

Score of zero (0) indicates poor sleep health and ten (10) indicates good sleep health. 

 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3902880/
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 Before we explore sleep hygiene tips, watch Prof. Mathew Walkers profound 2019 

TedTalk (more than 15 million views): Sleep is your superpower: 

https://www.ted.com/talks/matt_walker_sleep_is_your_superpower?language=en 

 

2) Sleep hygiene practices 

After reading Prof. Mathew Walkers book, Why we sleep I have taken some of his key findings 

and created an easy to remember acronym (RESTED) that highlights simple sleep hygiene tips 

you can apply if you struggle with sleep.  

 

Routine 

 

Consistency is 

king 

 

Just as children need a routine, so do adults. When preparing to sleep you unfortunately 

don’t just flick a switch, so create a relaxing wind-down routine. It’s like landing a plane, to 

descend into sleep e.g., Meditation, light stretches, reading etc.  Adults need 7-9 hrs quality 

sleep per night. Often, we will try catch up on lost sleep on the weekend, and then wonder 

why we feel tired on a Monday (you have just created a new routine!!). Keeping the same 

routine each night just before bed signals your body to settle down for the night. Use an 

alarm clock to signal your wind down ritual, not to wake up.  

 

Slumber secrets

Routine Electronics Sunshine Temperature Env ironment

R E S T E D
Decaf

https://www.ted.com/talks/matt_walker_sleep_is_your_superpower?language=en
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/Why-We-Sleep/Matthew-Walker/9781501144325
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A nap routine can be beneficial.  The 26 min NASA nap has shown a 34% improvement in 

task performance and 50% increase in alertness. Just don’t nap within 8 hrs of bedtime if 

you struggle to fall asleep at night.  

 

Your exercise routine can be a boon for good sleep, especially when done earlier in the 

day and not too close (2-3 hrs) to bedtime. This is because exercise can raise your body 

temperature and metabolic rate for a couple of hrs. 

 

Electronics 

 

Digital detox 

Turn off all blue light emitting devices e.g., digital screens, TVs, computers, laptops, smart 

phones and tablets and fluorescent and LED lighting, 60 mins before sleep time, as they 

suppress the production of melatonin that makes you sleepy. Alternatively install a program 

such as f.lux to eliminate the blue wavelengths or better yet read a paper book. Spending 

time in lowlight/amber light a few hours before bedtime encourages the production of 

sleep promoting melatonin. Replace your lights with halogen or traditional incandescent 

bulbs and go for mood lighting, not strong overhead lights. Turn clock faces away from you. 

Try remove electronic devices from the bedroom, and don’t check them first thing in the 

morning as it creates anticipatory anxiety which lightens your sleep.  In addition, it can 

create sleep procrastination as you go down the Instagram/Facebook wormhole.  

 

Sunshine  

Drop the 

shades 

Direct sunlight (sans sunglasses) for 30 mins in the morning helps reset your sleep clock 

synchroniser. For those that struggle to fall asleep, up your morning sun exposure to 60 mins, 

and turn down lights before bedtime. 

 

Temperature 

 

 Keep it cool  

 

Whilst there is often gender differences ito desired temperature of the bedroom, 18 degrees 

Celsius is ideal. We need to drop core temperature 1-degree Celsius to initiate and stay 

asleep. A warm bath just before sleeping can help you radiate out inner heat through 

dilated blood vessels close to the skins surface, and your core body temperature then 

plummets in response. 

 

Environment  

 

Sanctuary 

space 

 

Make sure your bedroom is your sleep sanctuary. Your bed is for sleep and one other adult 

activity. In maintaining this association, you promote sleep readiness.   
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Sound: Sudden, loud noises from outside or inside the home can result in fragmented sleep. 

To help mask jarring noises consider: ear plugs, white noise like a fan, water feature, app, 

or noise dampers:  rugs, heavy curtains, double glazed windows.   

 

Light: Create a glow in the room by switching your lampshades to the soothing colours of 

yellow and gold. Also, consider adding a dimmer switch to adjust the brightness of 

overhead lights or lamps. Replace LED/florescent lights with either halogen lights or 

incandescent lights, they emit less blue light.  

 

Bed: 

• Comfort and Support. A mattress doesn't have to be as hard as a board to be good for 

you. You'll sleep best in a bed that offers you superior comfort as well as appropriate 

support. Trust your body to tell you which bed feels best. 

• Space. Select a mattress that gives you enough room for easy, free movement. Couples 

should have a queen or king size mattress to ensure both individuals have enough 

space to feel comfortable. 

• Sets. Matching mattresses and foundations are designed to work together to enhance 

comfort and support. The foundation acts as a giant shock absorber, taking a lot of the 

wear and tear of nightly use. 

• Value. Shop for the best value, not the lowest price. "Bargain bedding" is no bargain 

when it comes to getting a good night's sleep. Buying the best, you can afford is a 

healthy investment in yourself. 

 

Decaf 

 

Liquid 

nightmares 

 

 

 

Uppers (caffeine) and downers (alcohol) over-usage support a detrimental sleep 

relationship. Caffeine is best limited to 10 hrs before bedtime. NB: Caffeine is not just in 

coffee, it is also found in many teas (not Rooibos), dark chocolate, ice-cream, and weight 

loss pills. Decaf usually contains 15-30% caffeine of a regular cup of coffee. Research shows 

that whilst bedtime coffee drinkers might attain sleep, it can undermine deep sleep by up 

to 30%! They then wake up not restored, so then reach for more uppers.  

 

Alcohol, even moderate intake has negative sleep impacts: it’s a diuretic so you may need 

to urinate more often during the night, experience more fragmented sleep plus you don’t 

get the benefits of the full sleep cycle (especially REM e.g., learning/memory, emotional 

health, growth hormone and testosterone), keeping you in the lighter stages of sleep. 

Sedation is not sleep.  
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Sleep aids? 

More than a third of Americans over age 65 say they use sleep aids. But the sleep-aid industry 

is rife with misinformation and advice based on little or no evidence. A study found certain 

commonly prescribed sleep aids come with a fourfold increase in risk of premature death, 

even among people who take them only occasionally. “Although sleep problems can happen 

at any age and for many reasons, they can’t be cured by taking a pill, either prescription, 

over-the-counter, or herbal, no matter what the ads on TV say,” says Dr. Preeti Malani, a 

University of Michigan physician trained in geriatric medicine.  

Conclusion  

The shorter your sleep, the shorter your life. The leading causes of disease and death in 

developed nations, diseases that are crippling health-care systems, such as heart disease, 

obesity, dementia, diabetes, and cancer, all have recognized causal links to a lack of sleep. 

Natural, healthy options to induce sleepiness, like the RESTED toolkit should be considered in 

supporting your sleep habits.  Don’t sleep on that, start prioritizing your sleep!! 

 

 

 

 

https://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2017-09/mmu-1i3092217.php
https://medium.com/luminate/the-real-problem-with-americas-sleep-problem-b74fc0320a6f
https://medium.com/luminate/the-real-problem-with-americas-sleep-problem-b74fc0320a6f
https://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2012-02/bmj-csp022412.php
https://ihpi.umich.edu/news/1-3-older-adults-take-something-help-them-sleep-%E2%80%93-many-aren%E2%80%99t-talking-their-doctors
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