in the zone

Sleep

SANCTUARY
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As our professional and social lives get busier (and busier),
getting the requisite eight hours of shut-eye seems like a luxury
rather than a necessity – often to the detriment of our longterm health.
“We have a population of partially sleep-deprived people;
on average we are sleeping two hours less a night than we
were 100 years ago. That is a huge difference,” says master
sleep coach Elina Winnel (mysleepcoach.com.au.)
“On average, we are also participating in poorer
quality and less deep sleep. People place a lot of
importance on their daily diet and exercise, but often
miss this key element of the health trifecta.”
In 2015, an 18-member multidisciplinary panel was convened by
the National Sleep Foundation to trawl through the scientific literature
and reach an agreement on the sufficient amount of sleep required for
good health. Although noting that individual needs may vary slightly,
the panel concluded that adults and young adults should be spending
seven to nine hours between the sheets, while older individuals should
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be getting somewhere between seven and eight hours. Which begs the
question: what if we don’t?
“Sleep is important because it is a time of healing. In particular,
muscle and cell repair and regeneration occur during the deep stages of
sleep, when human growth hormone (HGH) is released,” says Winnel.
“Our hormones are also produced and balanced. Lack of sleep
duration, as well as poor quality of sleep, is a key contributing factor to
a range of health conditions.”
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Getting adequate dreamtime is fundamental to how you
feel and perform during the daytime. From memory to
weight loss, we’ve curated a sleep zone to foster optimal
memory, weight, mood and musculoskeletal health.
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FEELING BLUE
The stick: Depressive moods, lack of motivation, stress
The cause: While PMS is usually blamed for those momentary

meltdowns (or five-day meltdowns, let’s be honest), lack of sleep could
actually be our greatest advisory.
A study published in The Journal of Neuroscience reported that
just one night of insufficient sleep makes you vulnerable to disturbed
emotion regulation and increased levels of anxiety, with the brain losing
its ability to recognise what is and isn’t important.
“Our brains effectively ‘cleanout’ during sleep – less sleep means
less mental cleaning and also less production of all of the feelgood
hormones such as serotonin and dopamine,” says Winnel.
“Our cortisol levels are also returned to baseline levels via sleep, so
sleeping less results in these being raised for a longer period of time.”

THE MIRROR’S REFLECTION IS LESS THAN SWEET
The stick: Sallow skin and lacklustre features
The cause: Winding down at night is not only important to the repair

and rejuvenation of your insides, but also to your outsides. With the
skin working to the same timing as your body clock, it takes
the night to replenish and unwind after a hard day
protecting itself from the elements.
“One of the biggest impacts of lack of quality
sleep is premature aging,” says Winnel.
“HGH is released during the deepest
phases of sleep, which is also known as
the ‘youth’ hormone, as it keeps us feeling
and looking young. When you don’t get
adequate deep sleep, we produce less and
you age faster.”
Raised cortisol levels from severe sleep
deprivation can also contribute, with the
stress hormone breaking down the skin’s
collagen and impairing the ability of the skin
to maintain itself.

“Research shows that people who slept eight-and-a-half hours a
night lost almost twice as much weight as people who got five-and-ahalf hours sleep each night. And women with poor sleep habits gain
more weight than women who sleep well too,” says the chair of the Sleep
Health Foundation, Professor David Hillman (sleephealthfoundation.
org.au)
“Without enough sleep, your hormones are out of whack and your
body craves sugar, fat and high-GI foods.”

YOU HAVE DOMS – WITHOUT HITTING THE GYM
The stick: Stiffness, muscle pain or injury, disrupted/shortened sleep,

headaches, and pins and needles.

The cause: Poor sleeping positions can put undue stress on all areas of

the body, but particularly the neck and back. You know your sleeping
shape is all wrong when you wake up with physical aches and pains,
nerve pinches or damage, or disrupted or shortened sleep.
“Our bodies were made to move, but when we sleep we put
our body in a static posture for approximately six to 10 hours,”
says physiotherapist and practice principal Andrew Mitchell
(elizabethphysio.com.au).
“Occasionally we roll or stretch, but predominantly
we stay in a posture without conscious control.”
This restricted movement becomes a
problem when the sleeping position is
providing inadequate support to the three
curves of the spine, which are shaped like
an ‘S’.
“The soft tissue of the spine
connecting the vertebrae have a
particular length. Changing the posture
due to a sleep position causes the soft
tissue length to change, placing it under
stress or strain,” says Mitchell.
“When soft tissue is placed under
unaccustomed, prolonged or repetitive stress or
strain for a period of time, damage can occur.”
Mitchell says that while a couple of nights of poor
sleeping posture will most likely result in micro
tears and some stiffness, prolonged exposure to
poor sleeping conditions can lead to more serious
complications, such as compressed disks or nerves.
“Sleeping is habitual, meaning we return to the
same position, with its micro tearing, before we have
time to heal,” he says.
“This eventually leads to bigger tears
and inflammation until the injury
process is complete and pain is felt in
the body.”
Factors such as spinal and soft
tissue injuries, older age and a
poor posture during the day can
also lead to a shortening of the
soft tissue length to a point
where positions that were
once comfortable – such as
lying on your side – now

Without enough sleep
your hormones are out
of whack and your body
craves sugar, fat and
high-GI foods.

BREAKFAST INVOLVES EATING
THE ENTIRE KITCHEN
The stick: Weight gain
The cause: According to the National Sleep

Foundation, sleep plays a crucial role in balancing our
appetites. Spend less than the required hours in the land
of dreams will often have you devouring that second
serving at the dinner table.
“When we sleep we produce the hormone
leptin, which is an appetite suppressant, and
ghrelin. When we don’t sleep well, these
appetite-related hormones become out
of balance,” explains Winnel.
“This results in us eating
more than we would if we were
well rested.”
Lack of sleep not only has us
craving too much food, but also
the wrong types of food for a
healthy waistline.

www.womenshealthandfitness.com.au

104-107_In the Zone - Sleep V2.indd 105

105

22/04/2016 3:39 pm

» Wry Neck/Torticollis: When the head becomes stuck or
tilted to one side because of pain, spasm and shortening
of the muscle fibres in the neck occur. It is caused by
repeated sleeping on one side with a pillow that is too thin
or soft.
» Disc Sprain: Disc injuries usually occur as a result of
the head being tilted forward for a prolonged or repeated
period. Often seen if the person is sleeping on their back
with a pillow that is too high or hard or having too many
pillows under the head.
» Headache: A cervicogenic headache is one that is caused by
impingement, pinching or compression of the nerves, typically
in the top three cervical and neck vertebrae. This pinching can
occur when sleeping on your stomach, causing your head to
be turned for a prolonged period of time. In the upper neck the
compressed nerve can cause a headache and in the lower neck the
compressed nerve can cause pain, pins and needles or tingling that
radiates down the arm.

MITCHELL’S

Physical Fixes
A BREAKDOWN OF THE MOST
COMMON PHYSICAL COMPLAINTS
AND THE SLEEPING POSITIONS
THAT CAUSE THEM.

1

NECK

» Stiff Neck: This is the first sign of the effect of micro tearing
on the muscles and joints of the neck due to a poor posture.
Often a warning sign that the sleeping posture should change.
» Muscle Sprain: Typically occurs in the muscles at the side of
the neck due to prolonged overstretching. This occurs when
the pillow is too soft or thin, allowing the head to tilt at an
angle to create muscle tearing, which leads to pain.

2

MIDDLE BACK

Hugging your pillow while lying on your side causes the area
between your shoulder blades to over-rotate, overstretching the
soft tissue that attach onto the facet joints. Pain, inflammation and
stiffness is felt between the shoulder blades.
3

SHOULDER

Lying on your side with your arm overstretched forward causes the
head of your humerus bone to fall forwards, overstretching and
compressing the tendons of the rotator cuff muscles. This leads to
pain and difficulty in lifting your arm overhead.
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LOWER BACK

The spinal vertebrae in the lower back curves inwards, but sleeping
on your stomach or in a foetal position changes the shape of the
curve, placing the soft tissue and disc under stress and strain. The
structures most likely to be affected are the lumbar discs, causing
low back pain and, if large enough, pressure on the sciatic nerve
causing pain to radiate down the legs.
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THE WRIST (CARPAL TUNNEL SYNDROME)

Sleeping with your hand tucked underneath your head can lead to
pressure on the carpal tunnel. Symptoms include pins and needles,
tingling and numbness in the hand and fingers.
6
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ELBOW

Sleeping with your arm under a pillow or with your head resting
directly on your elbow can compress two nerves running around
your elbow. Symptoms include numbness, pins and needles,
tingling down the inside or outside of the arm, dead arm on waking
and difficulty holding objects.

THE HIP

Sleeping on the point of your hip bone with repetitive stress causes
inflammation and pressure on muscle tendons such as the gluteals,
causing buttock and hip pain and stiffness.
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SCAN PAGE
FOR VIDEO
ON POSES
FOR BETTER
KIP
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SLEEP WELL 101
POSITION YOUR SLEEP

How your curl up for the night can go a long way
to getting a good night’s rest. The most common
sleeping positions include lying on the stomach
(prone sleeping) and lying in a foetal or curled up
position. Mitchell says the two most supportive
positions involve lying on the back (supine
sleeping) and side lying.
“These two positions allow for the spine to
be maintained with the best support of the three
postural curves,” says Mitchell.
“This prevents overstretching and compression
of the body’s soft tissue. However, it is important to
remember that what is good for one person may be
uncomfortable for another. I always recommend
consulting a physiotherapist for individual advice.”
» Lying on your back
Lying on your back, place a pillow underneath
your knees.
“You should be in a comfortable position with a
slight arch in your lower back,” says Mitchell.
“A small folded towel can also be used to further
support the arch in your lower back if required.
Ensure your pillow is supporting the neck so that
the head is in a neutral position.”
» Side Lying
If side lying feels more natural to you, be sure
to place a pillow under your head and between
you legs.
“The pillow under your head should be
supportive enough to prevent your head from being
tilted to the side. The use of a contoured pillow
can be helpful in keeping your neck in a straight or
neutral position,” says Mitchell.
“The pillow between your legs should decrease
any twist in your lower back and pelvis.”

GET EQUIPPED
While finding the right equipment for an
adequate sleep is important to your physical
health, Mitchell says trial and error is often part
and parcel of a good night’s rest.
“The most important factor is that it must work
for you. I believe that a firmer mattress is more
beneficial for supporting the curves of the spine
when coupled with a softer overlay, so start with the
firmer styles then work your way backwards until
you find one that is comfortable,” says Mitchell.
Mitchell also recommends a high-quality
contoured pillow, to ensure the head and neck are
kept in a neutral, supported and relaxed position.

WINNEL’S
WISDOM

As a sleep coach,
Winnel recommends
implementing
strategies for a good
night’s rest:

1

Balance your nervous
system: start to understand
and place importance on the
art of enjoying doing nothing.
Getting out into nature helps.

2

“The contour of the pillow should fill the gap
between your neck and the pillow, while the size
of the pillow should ensure that your head is not
tilted to the side,” he says.

SWITCH OFF
While a lack of deep and restorative sleep is
often attributed to our sedentary lifestyle – and
poor habits such as drinking caffeine past 3pm
– Winnel says baseline stress levels also play a
major role in our ability to get to, and stay, asleep.
“This is partly due to the achievementoriented culture of the West, and the demands
of our jobs. But it is also due to our not releasing
the nervous energy that builds up in our bodies,”
she says.
“It is produced with stress, anxiety and trauma,
and it gets trapped in our nervous system. If you
watch animals in the wild, they shake out all of
their nervous energy after a stressful or traumatic
event. As humans, we repress it and it builds up
over time. Our nervous systems can get out of
balance and our sleep is one of the first things
that is affected.”
Winnel says that avoiding dealing with daily
or life traumas, or being fearful of not being able
to sleep, can make it impossible to achieve the
slower brainwave state required for sleep.
“I recommend that people deal with the
underlying root cause of the issue, not just work
with the symptoms,” says Winnel.

Be creative: most of us
spend the majority of our
day working with the left side of
our brain, so be sure to spend
time stimulating the right, to
synchronise the hemispheres.
Exercise that alternates
between the different sides of
the body can help. For example,
running or swimming.

3

Slow down: perform
activities that slow down
your brainwaves. Think
meditation, painting, listening
to music or dancing.

4

Change your brain
chemistry: observe your
thoughts. Notice when you are
focusing on the negative events
rather than having gratitude for
what is.

5

Breathe: slow down
your breathing to relax
the nervous system. Gently
lowering your breath into the
abdomen area sends relaxing
signals to your body.

6

Exercise: during the day
to help reduce stress
hormones and don’t eat
anything too close to bedtime.

7

Get tech savvy: download
apps onto your electronic
devices that block out the
blue light. According to a 2012
Harvard Health Letter, blue
wavelengths from tech devices
suppresses melatonin (the sleep
hormone) more than white
light.
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be
buyer’s guide
LIGHT IT UP
While bright lights may inhibit the release of the
sleep hormone ‘melatonin’ (making it harder
for you to nod off), they can still be pretty. This
edgy lampshade by Studio Snowpuppe is made
from paper (yes, paper) in Holland; for a perfect
pillow-talk conversation starter. Starting at $110.
For stockists visit paperempire.com.au

SLEEP
SOUNDLY
CUSH
COMFORT

Sweating it out is ace at the gym, but not
so much in between the sheets. UniSA’s
Centre for Sleep Research found that the
body naturally turns down its core heat
dial about 90 minutes before bed. Aid
the process with this luxe 1000-threadcount bedding set, made from 100 per
cent cotton for comfort control. Fitted
sheet, flat sheet and pair of pillow cases
$449.95. canningvale.com

GREYWING

Cosy up over the cool winter
weeks with this little foot warmer
by Urban Nest Designs. The crochet
design is made from 100 per cent
cotton and cues memories of nights
spent at Nan’s – just a little more
hip. $189, urbannestdesigns.
com.au

Turn it down

Go Grey
Stunning support
Prop up your all-important neck and head
with these memory foam pillows designed
to have you sleeping soundly. They’ve also
made Sunday laundry easier with an outer
cover that can be chucked in the machine
and a size that can fit in any old cover in
the interim. $298 per pair, ergoflex.com.au

Storage solution
Hide away the knick-knacks and bedtime magnesium sup with this
sleek design courtesy of Satara Australia. Its natural timber finish,
dark tones and handle-less draw complements modern bedroom
designs to a tee. $572, satara.com.au
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A good night’s sleep is
all about finding what
works for you and this new
memory foam mattress by
Greywing certainly answers
that call. It’s made from
natural latex that will
adapt to your own curves
and help regulate your body
temp for perfect sleeping
conditions. Plus they love
WH&F gals, so the code
‘WH&FZZZ’ will save you
$50 online! Mattresses start
at $795, greywing.com.au
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