September 21, 2010 - The Importance of Sleep

For thousands of years of human history sleep has been an integral part of one’s day.   When darkness fell it was time to go to sleep.   With progress to light sources such as fire and then candles, people began delaying sleep and staying awake into the night hours.   With electricity and modern lights we can now work and play whenever we wish.   Most of us go to sleep when we want to and get up when we have to!   Unfortunately most of us are also sleep deprived and it is taking a toll on our health while decreasing our level of functionality.

You may have heard the old adage that ‘nothing in life is free.’   Well, a good night of sleep is free and has many benefits.   Studies have shown that sleep allows the body to repair and rejuvenate itself.   Other benefits of sleep are that it boosts the immune system, improves brain function, increases coordination, slows the aging process and reduces stress.

Some people boast about their ability to function on little sleep.   In fact, former President Bill Clinton was known for averaging only four or five hours of sleep per night.   That may have contributed to his heart issues and multiple bypass surgery.   If you aren’t getting enough sleep there are many negative consequences.   Your attention span and reaction time decreases and the risk of developing type two diabetes increases.   Also, cortisol levels increase with a corresponding heightening of irritability, anxiousness and depression.

Most people need between seven and nine hours of sleep per night.   There are signs that you may not be getting enough sleep.   Some include the necessity to use an alarm clock to awaken in the morning, running out of energy in the middle of the afternoon, getting tired while driving short distances, being a light sleeper, inability to stop thinking about persistent worries and quick irritability or nervousness.

If you are having trouble falling asleep one of the best methods to help this problem is regular exercise.   The key is to finish exercising at least three hours before bedtime.   A light snack such as a piece of fruit or a few crackers combined with a cup of yogurt or glass of milk is another sleep aid.   Finally, say your nightly prayers or think about positives in your life for which you are thankful.   Don’t start making a mental list of what you didn’t accomplish or need to complete.   Relax and leave that for tomorrow.

In addition to the health benefits of sleep, there is one more area for which sleep is paramount.   Sleep allows athletes’ bodies to refurbish and revitalize so that we are ready to train at our fullest capability and to race smooth and fast.   Everyone needs to incorporate a proper amount of sleep to function at a higher level.   Runners must get enough sleep in order to minimize the incidence of injuries and maximize training and racing performance.

