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Sleep
Sleep is that golden chain that ties health and our bodies together. – Thomas Dekker

Recommended sleep duration times, by age
Age
Recommended Appropriate

Not recommended

0-3 months
4-11 months
1-2 years
3-5 years
6-13 years
14-17 years
18-25 years
26-64 years
65+ years

<11 hours, >19 hours
<10 hours, >18 hours
<9 hours, >16 hours
<8 hours, >14 hours
< 7 hours, >12 hours
<7 hours, >12 hours
<6 hours, >11 hours
<6 hours, >10 hours
<5 hours, > 9 hours

14 to 17 hours
12 to 15 hours
11 to 14 hours
10 to 13 hours
9 to 11 hours
8 to 10 hours
7 to 9 hours
7 to 9 hours
7 to 8 hours

11 to 13 hours, 18 to 19 hours
10 to 11 hours, 16 to 18 hours
9 to 10 hours, 15 to 16 hours
8 to 9 hours, 14 hours
7 to 8 hours, 12 hours
7 hours, 11 hours
6 hours, 10 to 11 hours
6 hours, 10 hours
5 to 6 hours, 9 hours

Taken from the National Sleep Foundation, and “scientifically grounded guidelines on the amount of sleep we need each night to improve the sleep
health of the millions of individuals and parents who rely on us for this information.” Charles Czeisler, PhD, MD
facebook.com/fowllanguage comics, Brian Gordon

Virtually all forms of life sleep, or have some sort of restful state. It is a
biological drive that is imperative. Therefore, it is wise to understand whether
you are getting enough sleep, the health consequences of not getting a
sufficient amount, and the steps you can take to improve your sleep.
Sleep serves at least six different functions (1). First, it allows us to repair our
body including our muscles and cells. Second, it enables us to consolidate our
memories, meaning our brain places newly learned information into long term
storage and tosses out the nonessential stuff. Third, sleep enables us to dream,
a critically important function for our health. Freud spoke of dreams being the
‘royal road to the unconscious’ that enables us to deal with issues such as
fears and traumas. Dreaming can also improve our memory (2). Dreaming helps us heal, as to getting
psychologically past traumatic events. Dreams can solve problems, and provide us with inspiration. For example,
Paul McCartney composed all of ‘Yesterday’ during a dream. Einstein’s understanding of the theory of relativity
came to him in a dream.
Fourth, sleep enables our brain to clean out waste products. The body uses the lymphatic system for its cleaning.
The brain uses the glymphatic system. While we sleep glial brain cells shrink in size, making more room for
cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) to be pumped along the outside of the brain’s blood vessels to clean out many types of
waste products including beta amyloid plaque that is linked to Alzheimer’s. This CSF flushing helps remove such
plaque.
Fifth, insufficient sleep causes brain cells in the prefrontal cortex to slow down. This region of the brain is what
makes us human, such as being involved with planning, decisions, personality control, attention, reasoning, and
solving problems. If we are sleepy these abilities take a hit. Hence the saying, ‘Let me sleep on it’ before making a
big decision has a strong foundation. Conversely, lack of sleep increases activity in the amygdala, which is a center
for processing emotions. With less sleep there is greater likelihood of misinterpreting information negatively, over
reacting to situations, and being more moody. Sleep also helps balance hormones. (3).
Sixth, insufficient sleep affects weight loss. A University of Chicago study placed two groups of individuals on the
same calorie restricted diet, with each group getting either 5.5 hours or 8.5 hours of sleep. The group getting 5.5
hours lost 55% less body fat than the group getting more sleep. The sleep deprived group also lost 60% more
muscle, and were hungrier. The sleep deprived group also had higher ghrelin levels, a hormone that makes you
retain fat and feel more hungry.

Research demonstrated that one night of poor sleep can cause a 15% increase in ghrelin. Lack of sleep also reduces
another hormone, melatonin, which has anti-aging and anti-cancer properties as well as increases weight loss.
Insufficient sleep also increases the hormone cortisol, which adds to visceral fat (surrounding the organs), which is
the worst type of fat to have. Human growth hormone (HGH) is also secreted in sleep, but it is reduced with lack of
sleep. HGH helps with increasing muscle, losing fat, as well as aids in skin elasticity, and improves cognitive
function. Lack of HGH is linked to depression.
How to get more and better sleep? Put simply, forget about over the counter or prescription sleeping pills, or
alcohol. Neither work well, and both can have harmful effects for your sleep. If you are sick with something like
the flu and just want to knock yourself out for a night or two until you are over the virus, it might make sense to
take a pill. But long term use, measured over weeks, months or years is not healthy or beneficial. Various studies
have found that sleep only increases by maybe 10-20 minutes with sleeping pills. People frequently complain
about feeling ‘hung over’ or ‘groggy’ in the morning from them. Consequently, driving or operating machinery the
morning after sleeping pill use can be dangerous. Sleeping pills also can cause dizziness, falls and fractures (4).
Other sleep meds used ‘off label’ (e.g. Trazodone, Elavil, Seroquel, Atarax) have not been proven to be more
effective than placebo, and have serious side effects (5). Drinking alcohol is not a good solution either. One
problem is that it can put you to sleep but then leave it disrupted, such as it wearing off early and leaving you
awake in the wee hours. Alcohol also makes sleep apnea more likely, and can reduce REM (dreaming) which is a
critical part of sleep. There can also be a rapid rise in tolerance, meaning the effectiveness rapidly wears off. And
becoming alcoholic is a risk (6).
What works better and more safely? First, pay attention to your daily schedule. Exposure to sunlight between 6-8
AM can help regulate the sleep cycle for night (7). Try to maintain the same bedtime hour each night. HGH &
melatonin are at their peak between 10 PM – 2 AM so try to be asleep then. Second, avoid use of ‘blue light’
electronic screens (computer, phone, iPad, etc.) toward the bedtime hour – it turns off melatonin. Use of red light
(‘sunset colors’) turns the hormone on, and can improve sleep. Aerobic exercise earlier in the day but not within
3-5 hours of bedtime is beneficial. Keep the bedroom as dark as possible. Third, certain foods can help with sleep
(e.g. almonds, brown rice, kale, cherries, walnuts, oatmeal, chickpeas, bananas). Foods that impair sleep beyond
alcohol and caffeine include spicy stuff, chocolate, and highly refined fat food like pizza. Drinking caffeine 6 hours
before bedtime can make it feel like you slept an hour less because caffeine decreases your REM and deep sleep.
So, stop drinking caffeine at least 8 hours before bedtime (3).
Fourth, pay attention to the light, temperature, noise and comfort in your bedroom, as well as the position you
sleep in. Clocks, night lights, and other sources of seemingly low levels of light can disrupt sleep even with your
eyes closed. Reduce or eliminate them, or consider wearing a sleep mask. Use of blackout curtains can be used to
block ambient light from outside. A cool bedroom temperature is also helpful (between about 60°-70°). Everyone
knows that noise can disrupt sleep, so keeping it quiet if possible is advised. Or try ear plugs or use ‘white noise’
machines or apps. Sleep music can be beneficial (8) and free forms of it are available such as on YouTube. A
comfortable bed and pillow are important too, with enough space to stretch out, and as to the right firmness or
softness you prefer and need (9). Side sleeping may be a better position, as to making apnea less likely. The
glymphatic clean up system may be best with side sleeping too. Anxiety reducing approaches can help be it
meditation, yoga, progressive muscle relaxation, guided imagery, or cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT). Watching
the clock all night is ill advised because it just makes you more anxious and will keep you up even more. If you
can not fall asleep in about 20-30 minutes, go into a different and fairly dark room, and find something boring like
a book or magazine to read. When you are tired, go back to bed. Finally, neurofeedback can also improve sleep
and daytime functioning (10,11). You can Google these approaches and easily learn about them.
Do what you can to improve your sleep, and you will live a healthier and happier life.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

“Why your brain needs to sleep” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0o2yyO0JAes&feature=youtu.be
“Why do we dream?” Amy Adkins https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2W85Dwxx218&feature=youtu.be
“Why sleep is critical for the body and brain. Science of sleep” https://youtu.be/oTlJnyF3REs
“The problem with sleeping pills: the benefits might be smaller than you hoped for, and the risks may be greater.” Consumer Reports, 1/5/2016
“Sleeping pills are only marginally effective” CBT for Insomnia.com
“Alcohol and sleep: 8 ways that booze can sabotage your slumber” Sleepjunkies.com 6/9/2018
“How to get more quality sleep” https://youtu.be/q9q3hfsPYpM
“Music therapy improves sleep quality in acute and chronic sleep disorders: a meta analysis of 10 randomized studies” International Journal of Nursing Studies” 51(1), Jan. 2014, 51-62, Chun-Fang Wang
et al
“How to sleep better according to science: 6 simple and effective tips” https://www.nestmaven.com/sleep/how-to-sleep-better/
“The significance of sleep-related theta synchronization for general memory abilities & the impact of neurofeedback on sleep” Kerstin Hödlmoser, 2/7/2007.
“Neurofeedback for insomnia: a pilot study of z-score SMR and individualized protocols” Applied Psychophysiology & Biofeedback, 36(4), Dec. 2011, 251-264, Barbara Hammer et al

