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Ageing and Sleep
Ageing and sleep

As we age our sleeping patterns change.  This is normal, including spending less time in stages 3 & 4 and REM than younger people.

These changes to our “sleep architecture” as it is known, can contribute to various sleep problems and over 50% of men and women report sleep problems by the age of 65.
It is also true that some people seem to require less time asleep in their senior years and still feel refreshed while others report rarely feeling refreshed upon waking. E veryone is different. Nonetheless, adequate quality sleep is absolutely essential for all age groups.

For a variety of reasons however, including age related  brainwave imbalances,  we may experience difficulty initially getting to sleep or trouble getting back to sleep once awakened.  Compounding this may be poor quality or medication induced sleep itself, which can leave us feeling tired or fatigued upon awakening. 

There may be any number of environmental and psycho-physiological factors that compound the problem including changes to our circadian rhythms, stress and anxiety, depression, poor sleep hygiene, medications, incontinence, or conditions such as sleep apnoea and restless leg syndrome (RLS) and so on. 

Symptoms of
Inadequate or compromised sleep will typically produce feelings of tiredness and/or fatigue during the day, compounded by difficulty concentrating, performing tasks, remembering and so on.  In fact lack of sleep will impair virtually all of our functions to some extent - both psychological and physiological, and can lead to many serious health issues.

These can be further compounded by the fact that adequate, quality sleep is vital for optimal immune functioning and physical repair. 

Causes of
Psychological causes of sleep problems can include depression, anxiety and stress. The death of a loved one(s) is a common factor, but so are the daily challenges that beset older people in general. 

Environmental factors can include unfamiliar surroundings – elder care facilities, hospitals and so on as well as sub-optimal sleeping conditions- too noisy/ dark/light/hot/cold etc. 

In addition to physiological challenges like incontinence, restless legs syndrome, sleep apnea and so on as previously mentioned, poor sleep hygiene practices such as drinking coffee or alcohol, eating or exposure to computer blue light screens and so on before bed can all adversely affect sleep. 

Treatment of
A number of tips and techniques can be used to help ease issues related to getting adequate quality sleep.

Adopting a regular and appropriate bedtime and waking schedule  - and sticking to it, can help train your body-mind for rest.  Using your bed only for sleep or sexual activity can be a useful tip so your brain will associate it with sleep – or sleep inducing activities.  This also means avoiding watching television, reading books or other mentally stimulating activities in bed.
Limiting naps during the day unless absolutely necessary will also help your body prepare for bedtime. Although alcohol has the ability to help people get off to sleep, it will compromise sleep quality. A warm glass of milk is better at helping you get to sleep and making the most of the time in bed. 
Medical help such as relaxants and sleeping pills can help ease sleeping issues in the short term, but as they can also compromise sleep quality and can produce unwanted side effects, they should only be used as a last result and avoided as a long term aid to fix sleeping issues.
Many are now successfully incorporating various complementary therapies as a part of their sleep health regime. There are many available which are proving of great benefit and without the side effects of pharmacological intervention; however research and care should be undertaken as always or in consultation with your doctor. 
Tips
· It’s natural to want to sleep earlier and wake earlier with age.

· Avoid using the bed for other activities other than sleeping and sexual activity.

· Avoid television, computers and other digital media or reading close to bedtime.

· Exercise moderately throughout the day

· Limit the amount of time spent napping during the day

· Avoid alcohol and smoking to close to bedtime

· Try to avoid sleeping pills, use them as a last resort

· Ensure your bed and surroundings are optimised for sleep

· Check to see if you have restless leg syndrome or sleep apnoea if you are continuing to feel drained each morning or are getting tired during the day

· As always, ensure good healthy ‘gut friendly’ nutrition.
Stress,  Sleep and Ageing 

Stress has been linked to, and shown to exacerbate sleep issues in older people and the elderly.  It typically manifests as fight or flight brainwave patterns which trigger a system-wide emergency response ‘hi-jacking’ and compromising all other functions and systems.
Stress has cognitive, emotional and biological factors and is even known to rapidly accelerate the aging process
.

Managing stress therefore is extremely important and can have widespread psycho-physiological benefits that are both directly and indirectly related to sleep issues.

It can also play a significant role in helping to address the various brainwave imbalances typically associated with sleep issues and aging in general. 
Perhaps the single most important understanding in dealing with this or any other health issues is that you are an integrated body-mind-brain system. These are not three separate entities! Each profoundly affects, and is affected by, the others. 
This also helps explain the fundamental role of effective sleep and stress management and a healthy, balanced brain in the management of age related sleep.

Further Helpful Resources:
https://sleepfoundation.org/sleep-topics/aging-and-sleep
http://nihseniorhealth.gov/sleepandaging/aboutsleep/01.html
http://www.stress.org/stress-effects/
https://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/ency/article/004018.htm
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2276624/
http://emedicine.medscape.com/article/292498-overview
http://articles.mercola.com/sites/articles/archive/2014/08/28/microbiome-gut-health.aspx
http://yourbrainhealth.com.au/gut-brain-health-paradigm-shift-neuroscience/
Sleep and Ageing Product Recommendation
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