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sleep

wellbeing.

Why can’t I 

It didn’t seem to bother Napolean 
or Sir Isaac Newton, who both 
managed well on just a few 
hours of shuteye, but for Marilyn 
Monroe, tossing and turning 
took her to the brink. Holly 
Davis explores the reasons and 
remedies for disturbed sleep.
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... our breath has mighty power over  
our physical and mental wellbeing and  
both of these affect the way we sleep.

Until qUite recently I took for  
granted my ability to fall asleep wherever 
and whenever I chose. once asleep  
I was seldom disturbed and most  
nights afforded me the recommended 
eight hours. an insomniac friend made 
frequent reference to my ‘gift’ for  
falling and staying asleep. Her seeming 
obsession with the topic irritated me,  
until I became one of the estimated  
1.2 million australians suffering the 
miseries of sleeplessness. according  
to the 2004 ‘Wake Up australia’ report 
for Sleep Health australia, this is costing 
us $6.2 billion a year in lost productivity, 
treatment costs, morbidity and death.

Understanding sleep better and 
practising harmless, effective remedies 
for returning to sleep are currently of 
keen interest. I seek those that will restore 
energy and an alert but peaceful mind.

the structure or architecture of a good 
night’s sleep is composed of a cyclical 
pattern of various stages of non-rapid  
eye movement (NrEM) and rapid eye 
movement (rEM) sleep. NrEM we know 
as deep sleep, while rEM is the lighter 
dream state, but both are vital for waking 
refreshed. When normal sleep patterns  
are disrupted we are likely to feel out  
of sorts. When we sleep, our blood 
pressure, heart rate, breathing and body 
temperature all decrease, and according  
to the stage we are in, certain areas of  
our brain show increased activity.

WHy Do WE SlEEp? 
the quantity and quality of our sleep 
affects our overall sense of wellbeing, our 
relationships with family and friends and 
our performance at school or at work. 
With adequate sleep we memorise better, 
we repair and heal faster, our energy is 
restored, and our daytime mental capacity 
increases, while for children and teenagers, 
sleep enhances optimum growth.

HoW MUcH IS ENoUgH?
It is possible to sleep too much and 
experience similar symptoms to not having 
slept enough. awakening refreshed is  
the goal. there are no hard and fast rules,  
but here are some basic guidelines. 

Most newborns sleep between  
16-20 hours each day, only waking to 

feed, when they are uncomfortable or in 
need of attention. young children require 
between 10-13 hours, depending on  
their age. teens thrive on eight to 10 
hours, but since they are frequently up 
late, they tend to like sleeping in. adults  
and the elderly need those often-elusive 
seven to nine hours to feel and perform  
at their best. 

WHy SlEEp ElUDES US.
poor sleeping habits and unsuitable 
sleeping conditions are a common cause 
of sleeplessness, but there are many 
others including parenting young children, 
caring for the elderly, shift work, acute or 
chronic pain, illness, hormonal changes 
and imbalances, hyperthyroidism and 
grief. Stress plays a major role, too,  
as we spend our nights worrying about 
work, finances, or perhaps rampaging 
teens. all forms of anxiety, including 
depression, are possible causes and can 
also be a result of poor sleep. additionally, 
certain medications and stimulants such 
as foods and drinks containing caffeine, 
cigarettes and alcohol all affect the 
pattern and quality of our sleep. 

Whatever the cause, sleep deprivation 
can lead to excessive daytime sleepiness, 
lethargy and tiredness making us less 
productive and a lot less motivated. other 
associated problems include morning 
headaches, poor memory, anxiety 
and depression, the aforementioned 
grumpiness and lack of optimism. 

prolonged lack of sleep has been 
linked to the rising incidence in type 2 
diabetes, cardiovascular disease, obesity 
and depression. overtired drivers cause  
as many accidents as those driving under 
the influence of alcohol.

according to the 2007 pfizer australia 
Health report on healthy sleep conducted 
in partnership with the australasian Sleep 
association, there are over 60 clinically 
diagnosable sleep disorders. these 
include sleep deprivation or lack of sleep; 
circadian rhythm (body clock) disorders 
including those caused by jetlag and shift 

work; snoring; sleep apnoea syndrome 
(obstructed airways); and insomnia (an 
inability to fall or stay asleep).

brEatHINg aND SlEEpINg 
breathing is an automatic bodily function 
and we rarely give it a second thought,  
but our breath has mighty power over  
our physical and mental wellbeing and 
both of these affect the way we sleep. 

When our airways are blocked we 
may snore or develop a potentially life 
threatening condition known as obstructive 
sleep apnoea (oSa). both conditions arise 
when the soft tissue at the back of the 
nose, throat and mouth become overly 
relaxed, interrupting – or in the case of 
oSa – completely obstructing the flow  
of air for up to a minute at a time. this  
can happen hundreds of times during  
the night. the snoring noise is caused  
by the vibration of these soft tissues.  
living with a snoring housemate can in 
itself lead to disturbed sleep. 

there is a misconception that only 
middle aged and obese men suffer from 
oSa. according to australian sleep 
research scientist Dr carmel Harrington, 

“Men present classic symptoms such 
as excessive sleepiness or snoring 
more readily than women. less obvious 
symptoms displayed by women such as 
insomnia, fatigue and lack of energy can 
often be misdiagnosed as a psychiatric 
or medical disorder rather than a 
potentially serious sleep condition – the 
most common misdiagnosis being either 
depression or insomnia.” Sleep apnoea 
affects approximately one in 20 australians.

the chances of developing obstructive 
sleep apnoea increase during pregnancy 
and menopause. Sleep apnoea results 
in increased heart rate, higher blood 
pressure, and can lead to heart attack. this 
condition increases mortality rates four fold 
and symptoms include fatigue, depression, 
decreased sex drive, poor memory and 
concentration and waking with a dry 
sore throat or a headache. the correct 
diagnosis is the key to effective treatment. 
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wellbeing.

along with the general advice for a 
good night’s rest, try the following to help  
improve snoring and mild sleep apnoea.
•  Sleep on your side or keep your head  

and shoulders slightly elevated.
• Use only one thick or two thin pillows.
•  Wear a mouth guard (mandibular 

advancement device) designed to push 
the lower jaw forward. these can be 
effective for reducing snoring as they 
improve airflow and may be useful for 
mild sleep apnoea too. ask your gp  
or dentist if this option is right for you. 

•  For more serious cases of oSa, the best  
treatment is considered to be a continuous  
positive airway pressure (cpap) device. 
this is a mask worn over the nose with  
a pump connected by a tube that 
maintains the air pressure in the throat, 
preventing its collapse. research shows 
cpap greatly improves sleep and helps to 
reduce associated high blood pressure.

SloW brEatHINg
anxiety is the enemy of a good night’s 
rest and can make going back to sleep 
impossible. It seems the more we think, the 
more we worry, which can lead to feelings 
of panic and a great deal of tension in the 
body. after several months of waking at 
3am in high anxiety, osteopath, naturapath 
and breathing therapist rosalba courtney 
invited me to attend her ‘breathing and 
Mindfulness for Stress, resilience and 
rejuvenation’ workshop. During the 
five one-hour sessions I learned some 
simple and effective tools for calming my 
mind and body. I find these very useful 
for returning to sleep and reducing the 
incidence of anxiety generally. breathing 
costs us nothing, it’s always available, and 
it’s invisible – these are all good reasons to 
learn to use our breath to affect positive 
change in our physical and mental health.

according to rosalba, “Disciplining the 
breath and giving it our gentle but steady 
focused attention is one of the best ways to 
stop the mind, connect with the body and 
train our nervous system to get into a state 
more conducive to sleep”. research at 
Harvard University in 2004 tested breathing  
techniques derived from yoga on people  
with insomnia, to see if they improved sleep.  
the researchers found after practising the 
techniques for several weeks, for at least 30 

minutes a day, many aspects of participant’s 
insomnia had improved, including time 
taken to fall asleep, time spent awake at 
night and quality of sleep. the techniques 
used in this study included slow breathing.  
this has been found to calm the nervous 
system and rosalba believes, it “stimulates 
the parasympathetic nervous system – the 
part of our automatic nervous system that 
needs to be active for rest, regeneration 
and repair”. I find the recommended  
30-minute practice impossible to do in bed, 
as it quickly sends me to sleep! Many other 
things can interrupt a daytime session  
but any amount is better than none.

SUggEStIoNS For proMotINg 
a gooD NIgHtS SlEEp
•  Exercising for just 30 minutes a day has 

been shown to increase relaxation and  
improve our ability to sleep. 

•  a full stomach is counterproductive to  
sleeping well. Eat a light dinner combining  
complex carbohydrates with calcium-rich  
foods and a little protein to ensure supply  
of the amino acid tryptophan. this is used  
by the brain to manufacture the sleep-
inducing neurotransmitters melatonin and  
serotonin. the classic bedtime drink of 
warm milk and honey provides all these 
elements. It takes about one hour for the 
tryptophan to be utilised, so eating well 
before bedtime is best. 

•  a diet providing plenty of calcium, 
magnesium, vitamin c, b-group vitamins,  
biotin, folic acid (folate) and zinc is ideal. 
Excessive amounts of vitamin a, lead or 
copper in your diet or environment are 
hazardous to both sleep and good health. 

•  Waking, sleeping and eating at consistent  
times helps to regulate our circadian 
rhythm or ‘body clock’. this is the system 
responsible for regulating our sleep/wake 
cycles and it thrives on routine. 

•  clear your mind of the ‘must do’ lists  
well before heading to bed. Write them 
down for later review and action.

•  a quiet, well-ventilated bedroom with the  
temperature maintained at around 20˚c is 
ideal. Sleep experts also advise keeping 
our bedrooms for sleep and sex alone.

•  a warm bath or shower before bed can 
help induce sleep. this is because body 
temperature plays an important role in 
our ability to fall asleep and in waking.  ■ 

rosalba’s instructions  
for practising low, slow  
and soft breathing  
1. Sit so your spine is comfortably 
straight and your feet are flat on  
the floor about hip-width apart. 
close your eyes and rest your  
hands in your lap.
2. begin by just following your 
breath, observing your own breath 
the way you watched the clouds  
in the sky or the waves rolling into 
the beach when you were a child. 
3. Now focus your attention on  
your belly. relax your shoulders  
and begin to slow your breathing 
down until you are breathing at  
your slowest comfortable rate.
4. Maintain attention on your belly 
and continue to slow your breath 
until you are breathing at around  
five to six breaths per minute.
remember to enjoy all the 
beautiful sensations of your breath, 
appreciating the precious gift of  
life that the breath is a symbol of. 

Swimming breathing
In this technique, the out breath is  
at least twice as long as the in 
breath, as it is when we swim. 
counting helps to focus the mind 
and keep it busy so unnecessary 
thinking can stop.
1. Sit in the same way and relax 
the chest and shoulders. breathe 
in for the count of two, directing 
the breath to your lower chest 
and abdomen. Feel the expansion 
sideways and front to back. 
2. then breathe out for the count  
of four, bring your belly back towards 
your spine. always relax the chest 
and shoulders fully during exhalation 
and maintain this relaxation during 
inhalation as much as you can. 
3. When this is completely 
comfortable. try to lengthen the  
out breath to six and then over  
time to eight.

For more information on workshops 
by rosalba courtney, visit  
www.breathingresources.com.au.


