www.theaustralian.com.au

: ; .

“ALTIH WEEKEND PROFE

To nap or not, one of sleep’s puzzles

How best to benefit from strategic naps is one of the
questions being examined by a new research focus on the
mysteries of sleep, writes Lynnette Hoffman

F you've ever emerged from a trip abroad

oaly to find yourself in a foggy haze

courtesy of jet kg, worked rotating shifts

ot pulled an all-nighler, you know what
it's like to have your sleep and circadian
rhythms disrupted. And for all but a fortunate
few, it Isn"t pretty

As most people can tes sheep depriva-
Bon causes fatigue and impairs the ability to
perform al the optimal level Concentration,
alertness, memory and reaction time are all
inhibited. All that peobably helps explains why
shift-warkers have higher risks of errors and
accidents at work, and why drowsy drivers
account for up 10 20 per cent of road fatalities
says associate professor Naomi Rogers, direc-
tor of Syiney University's new Chronobicl
ogy and Sleep Laboratory at the Brain and
Mind Research Institute.

“As well as the performance effects, we
know that people who aren’t getting enough
sleep are at risk of other health problems such
as welght gain, obesity, diabetes and canbio
vascular disease,"" Rogers says

The Chronobiclogy and Sleep lab was
lsunched two weeks ago to rescarch ways
sleep deprivation can be better managed to
improve bealth and safety, as well as perfor-
mance. For example, while many workplaces
already provide facilities for workers to nap
there's little standing of what the ideal
orcumstances are to get the most out of a
siesta

“We know that some sheep 8 better than no
sleep, so0 how do you maximise the benefit?
When & the best time to nap? For how long?™*
Rogers sayx. And bow long do you need when
you wake up 50 that groggy *“sheep inertia™
which makes you fee ¢ tired than you
were to begin with doesn't make you a
liabdlity? Rogers s all those conundrums
are the sorts of questions researchers at the
new kab are boping to answer

Disrupted sleep & also connected with a
number of newrodegenerative diseases such as
Parkinson®s disease and Alzheimer's and
dementia, as well us paychological (linesses
such as depression and bipolar disorder

In all of these disarders sleep problems are
often present before the full-blown disease
develops, Rogers says, and treating #t in the
early stages could have a major impact on
patients” overall wellbeing

“We want to Jook at impeoving sleep as

art of the ot So o you're
looking at somex s depression of
Alzhetmer's disease, we want to not only look
al the primary disorder, not only treat them
with things like antidepressants or cognitive
behaviour therapy, but also specifically treat
the sleep disorder,™ she says

“People feel better and have improved
quality of life and alertness when they have
improved sleep.”™

Shift-workers are at particular risk of sleep
losy and the health concerns it leads o

They report lower quality of sbeep and more
wakefulness than other types of worken
Along with the physiological effects of sleep
boss, they are also more lkely to experience
social isolation **because they're working
when everyone else is partying”’, says Drew
Dawson, director of the Centre for Sleep
Research at the Univensity of South Australia
That can also lead 1o bad habits such as poor
eating smoking and drinking

Your intermal body dock (or circadian
clock) is 1 part of your hrain that monitors the
light you see and releases vanioas chemicals at
different times. Everything from your body
temperature to digestion, from bow alert you
feel to your heart-rate and blood pressure, are
linked to that internal clock, which operates
o0 a 24-hour cycle If you work nights, start
your day before fam or travel across multiple
timme 20mes, you run counter to your circadian
rhythm, and the normal processes it's de-

signed to help regulate pet thrown out of
whack
Last year researchers at the University of

Surrey found that a genetic difference in a
“clock pene® known as PERIODI makes
some people particularly semsitive 1o the
effects of seep deprivation. The research,
publistyed mﬂ;tw journal Current  Bicdogy ,
compared how people with each of the two
vanants of the gene coped with being kept
awake for two days (200717 613-618)

People with one form of the gene lended to
struggle to stay awake, while the other group
expenienced no problems with the tasks they
were given

The differences were most obviows in the
late night and early moming hours, with one
group performing very pootly on tlests for
attention and working memary between 4am
and Sam, for example

That fits with other research that shows the
Body Is most inclined 1o rest during that time
period, the authors say. And they point out it's
abo the time when many sleepiness-related
accidents occur “and the greatest impairment
s seen in shift-work sleep disorden™.

Back at Sydney Univenity's slocp kb,
researchens are looking at other target
that could be responsibde for the differing
responses, and trying to identify the mecha
nisms behind them. They are also looking at
other biological responses to sleep disruption

For example, studies have shown that when
yOu aren't getting enough sleep you prodace
more of the hormone that tells you when
you're hungry, and less of the hormone that

Performance watch: Naomi Rogers observes Bradley Whitwell on a car simulator, to study the effects of sleep deprivation

tells you when you're full Researchers at the
lab hope to adentify peecisely how that lnk
works

“We want to find out exactly what are the
metabolic changes that are taking place to
make this happen, and whal interventions can
we put in place.” says Rogen

But what should the millions of shift
workers who are o increased risk of lifestyle
diseases do in the meantime?

Shoet of getting another job, Dawson says
the best thing they can do s adapt their
festyle to counteract the predispostion. In
short: stop smoking, drink less, et healthier
and exerose more

And If you are struggling to pet enough
sleep, try to find ways to relax and **wind
down'' before you hit the sack, and do what
you can to make your bedroom as “‘slecp
conducive' as possible, Rogers says

“Look around the environment you're
sheeping in and see what you can change to
help you sleep befter. Make sure your
bedeoom is dark, not too hot and not oo cold
don"t watch TV, make sure your bed s
comiortable and only use it for sleep and sex.™
ml' S

Sc how much steep should you be getting to
avold the perils of seep deprivation” Experts
recommend about eight hours a night for
most adults

N you just want to struggle through the
day and not kill yoarself, four or five hours is
probubly enough. But if you want to be bright
eyed and bushy-tailed and function at a |
level job, an average of eight hours s keal™
Dawson says

Bt needs do vary according to Jots of
factcrs such as age, gender, whether a woman
15 braastfeeding. genes and lifestyle, he s
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For comparison, the average Australian
pets about 7.5 bours. Left 1o our own devices
freed from the tyranny of the alarm clock, it*s
more Nke nine to 95, though that's not
necessarily a good thing as people have a
tendency to sieep as a way to Ml in time
Dawson says

There's also a strong link between the
amount of sleep people are getting and thedr
risk of acodent or injury at work, he says

“There's pood evidence thal getting an
average of bess than xix bours of sleep a night
leads to significantly cdevated risk of accident
or injury. Less than seven hours is connected
with an increased risk, but it's relatively
minor. If you're getting Jess than five it's a
senous problem ™

One of the things that makes work-relat
sheep Joss so harmful Is that most peoy
bodies never get a chance to fully recover




