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Introduction
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Sleep is something we all do; in fact, we spend around a third of our lives in this strange, unconscious state. And yet until recently we understood very little about what sleep is for, how much we need, and the role that dreams play in improving our mental health.

The good news is that over the last 20 years there has been a revolution in our understanding of sleep and just how important it is. Not so long ago it was fashionable to brag that you hardly slept at all, and the mark of a successful business person or politician was their ability to get by on very little shut-eye. Former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher was held up as a shining example of someone who could operate without much sleep (which turned out to be a carefully cultivated myth), while I remember being told by a grizzled medical consultant, when I complained about the impact that lack of sleep was having on my empathy and judgement, that “sleep is for wimps”. Or, as another put it: “There’s plenty of time to sleep when you are dead.”

Our current attitudes to sleep are very different. Thanks to recent research, we know that too little sleep can devastate your body, brain and microbiome (gut bacteria), dramatically increasing your risk of developing a range of chronic conditions such as obesity, type 2 diabetes and dementia.

And, when it comes to sleep, it’s not just about quantity, but about quality too. We have learned, through extensive sleep studies, that if you don’t get enough of the right sort of sleep, you increase your risk of depression and memory problems. Which is all very worrying, particularly if, like a third of the adult population, you suffer from insomnia.

Fortunately, there are surprising and highly effective ways to improve your sleep quality, ensuring you fall asleep rapidly, get plenty of deep sleep and wake up feeling refreshed. This in turn should boost your happiness, creativity and even life expectancy.

The reason I particularly wanted to write this book is because I am obsessed by sleep and have been for many years, not just from a science perspective, but also on a deeply personal level. I have lots of friends who suffer from insomnia and for the last 20 years, I have also suffered quite badly from intermittent insomnia, to the point where I was in real despair. I wanted to find out what I was doing wrong and, of course, I wanted to find out what I could do to make it better.

I wasn’t always a poor sleeper. When I was a teenager, I could sleep any time, anywhere. I once slept in a photo booth (I had missed the last train home). Another time I slept in a telephone kiosk. I never worried about going to sleep or staying asleep, because that came naturally.

I didn’t always get a good night’s sleep, but that was my choice. Like most teenagers, I was keen to burn the candle at both ends. As a medical student, I often stayed up partying, then went straight into some feverish last-minute cramming. Which I now realise was wildly counterproductive. You need sleep to consolidate your memories, as I will explain in this book.

As my medical training progressed, sleep became ever more precious. I found I just couldn’t function any longer on a few hours’ sleep a night. I became intensely irritable and I’m sure that both my judgement and my empathy were impaired. But, even so, I could still go to sleep and stay deeply asleep for hours when I was given the chance. Despite the disruption to my sleep pattern caused by the irregular hours I had to work, I never had any problem drifting off.

Then, as I entered my late twenties, everything changed. By then I was married and I had started a new career in television. The hours were long and unpredictable, though nothing like as bad as in medicine. At this time my wife, Clare, was working as a junior doctor and regularly working 120 hours a week. It was not unusual for her to be on duty for three or four days with only a few hours of broken sleep a night, which blunted her thinking. She told me that after one particularly gruelling week, she briefly fell asleep standing, during an operation. Fortunately, she woke up before anyone noticed.

Not only did work absorb almost every waking hour, it also began to intrude on our sleep. On the occasions that Clare was actually sleeping at home, she would regularly wake me up in the middle of the night to help her look for patients, which in her sleep-deprived state she was convinced were lost in the cupboards or waiting for her downstairs. Clare has parasomnia, a quite common set of sometimes bizarre nocturnal behaviours, which include a tendency towards sleepwalking and sleep talking.

By the early 1990s, we had started to have children, and that, of course, resulted in many nights of disrupted sleep. In fact, we went on to have four children, which meant that a full decade was dominated by babies.

By the time we entered our forties, Clare was a GP and working more regular hours. Our children were also sleeping through the night. But by then I had begun to show classic signs of insomnia. I had difficulty going to sleep and kept waking up at three in the morning with thoughts rushing through my head. I would lie there for what felt like hours, and going to bed, which was once a real pleasure, was something I began to approach with a sense of unease. Would this be a good night or a bad night? Would I get up feeling shattered or would this be one of those rare nights when I would sleep through until morning?

Naturally enough, I wanted to understand what was going on and what I could do to get back to the days of blissful, effortless sleep. I made what was to be the first of many popular television programmes examining the mystery of sleep. Making these programmes introduced me to lots of sleep scientists and a whole new, fascinating world of sleep research.

To try and understand the impact of severe sleep deprivation, I decided to see how long I could stay awake with a man who holds the unofficial world record. He can go days on end with no sleep at all, without appearing to suffer. What was the secret to his success? Why could he just keep going, while I couldn’t?

Since then I have spent many nights in sleep labs with electrodes attached to my head and body. I’ve taken drugs to put me to sleep and drugs to keep me awake. I have interviewed hundreds of people, ranging from firefighters to doctors, astronauts to police officers, about their sleep. I have also begun to look at the impact of food on sleep and test out different ways to improve sleep quality.

The structure of the book

You may be someone who is desperate to get a good night’s sleep. Or you may simply be interested in what happens to you when your eyes close and you drift off into the land of Nod.

The first part of this book is all about the science of sleep: the research that has led to our current knowledge and how this has given us rich insights into a previously undiscovered land. What are common sleep disorders and how do they arise? What really happens to your brain and body when they are chronically sleep deprived? Why are dreams so important and how can you make the most of them?

I will use my own sleep adventures to illuminate the journey and I will, of course, provide plenty of scientific studies to justify my more surprising claims.

All of this lays the groundwork for the second part of the book, which is primarily aimed at helping you sleep better. After all, I suspect that many of you are reading this book because you suffer from occasional insomnia, or you know someone who does.

I will take you through the best that modern science can offer with a sleep plan that should, within a few weeks, set you on a better path. I’ve also been inspired by researchers I met while making a new documentary series on sleep for SBS (Special Broadcasting Service), a brilliant Australian public service broadcaster. For this new series, I teamed up with experts from the Flinders University Sleep Institute in Melbourne, with the goal of helping 30 of Australia’s worst sleepers get their lives back on track through an intense sleep adjustment programme, which included diagnosing what their problem was and then putting together a bespoke approach for each volunteer.

The volunteers who took part in our study came from a wide range of ages and backgrounds, but what they all had in common was that they had struggled with poor sleep for many years, despite trying lots of different remedies, including sleeping pills. Few of them believed that anything could be done to help, yet most were thrilled by the results.

So I feel that I am right on top of the latest thinking on sleep and how you can improve it in just a few weeks.

The key to success with my 4-week plan is to first identify why you are sleeping badly. You might think that this is obvious – it’s because you are stressed and anxious, with thoughts flying around your head when you go to bed, worrying about all the little things on your to-do list or grappling with big questions about your life’s direction. Or perhaps it’s because you wake up in the middle of the night, needing to go to the loo and you find that you struggle to doze off afterwards.

But when it comes to sleep, the most obvious cause isn’t necessarily the right one. It could be that the reason why you feel stressed and anxious is because of your diet, or perhaps it is lack of sleep that is making you stressed and anxious, rather than the other way round. I have met a lot of people whose psychological problems almost entirely disappeared once they had got on top of their sleep.

In the course of looking at solutions for your sleep problems, I’m going to introduce you to Sleep Apnoea, Sleep Hygiene, Bright Light Therapy, Sleep Restriction Therapy and the concept of “sleep efficiency”.

In fact, one of my key goals is to help you improve your “sleep efficiency”, which is a measure of how well you’ve slept. After all, the main complaint people have about their sleep is that they spend far too much of the night tossing and turning, unable to sleep.

Quality is at least as important and quantity, and if you are spending much of the night in bed, failing to sleep (and fearing the consequences for your brain and body of not falling asleep) then that is going to be upsetting.

So, your sleep efficiency is a key measure. It represents the amount of time you spend in bed asleep, as opposed to trying to get to sleep or lying in bed wide awake, fretting. You should be aiming for a sleep efficiency of 85%. More on that later.

As for my 4-Week Sleep Plan, at its heart are two novel and surprising elements, both based on the latest scientific research.

The first thing that might surprise you is that one of the most effective ways to cure insomnia is to reboot your brain by putting yourself through a short course of Sleep Restriction Therapy. It is called Sleep Restriction Therapy (or, sometimes, Bed Restriction Therapy) because, paradoxically, it demands that you cut back on your sleep. Yes, I am going to help you sleep better by asking you to cut the amount of time you spend in bed.

One of the classic mistakes people who have problems sleeping make is to try and spend more time in bed – when, for most people, lying in bed not sleeping isn’t restful, it is very stressful. It also sets up a really bad behaviour pattern where your brain comes to associate being in bed with being awake, fretting.

Studies have shown that sleep restriction is more effective than anything else, including drugs, and that the results last, long-term.

The second novel thing about my plan is the emphasis I place on food, particularly the sorts of foods that have been shown to improve the quality of sleep. Forget all those stories about turkey or cheese. It turns out that eating more legumes and fibre-rich foods, and fewer late-night sugary snacks, is one of the most effective ways to boost your levels of deep sleep and improve your mood.

That’s, in part, because fibre-rich foods feed the trillions of “good” bacteria that live in your gut, which in turn produce chemicals that have been shown to reduce stress and anxiety. I will take you on a fascinating guided tour of the science.

On a more practical level, my wife Clare, along with food writer Justine Pattison, has created a range of tasty recipes that are packed with the sorts of ingredients that those good bacteria will really love, and that you will love too.

I do hope you enjoy this book and most of all I hope it puts you to sleep. Fast.
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