

Welcome to ‘Health Today’, the weekly programme that takes a look at how we live today and the impact it has on our health. This week we’re looking at something that affects each and every one of us: sleep. We all need different amounts of it and we all sleep at different times. So new results of a survey carried out by The National Sleep Foundation make fascinating reading. The foundation carried out what it calls the first ever International Bedroom Poll. Its aim was to compare the sleeping habits of people from six countries: the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Germany, Mexico and Japan. The research was based on telephone interviews with about 1,500 people, aged between 25 and 55. Some of the notable results show a big difference between people sleeping in the USA, the UK and Japan compared to the other three countries. For example, about a fifth of people in these three countries sleep less than six hours a night whereas only seven per cent of workers in Canada sleep less than six hours a night. On the other hand, roughly a third of people in the UK and Canada say they get more sleep than they need every night so the picture of people’s sleeping habits can be confusing. Even those people in the USA and Japan who seem to get less sleep than they need also claim to take naps during the working week. In fact, people in the USA might take up to 45 minutes every two weeks for a quick sleep during the day.

As well as telling us about the actual sleep habits of modern working humans, the survey also discovered some other interesting facts about how we sleep. Did you know that only ten per cent of Mexicans wear socks to bed compared to twice as many Canadians? Virtually all Japanese people wear pyjamas whereas just over half of people in the United Kingdom do. Perhaps less surprising is that most of us sleep with two pillows though the average Japanese person uses one. The type of bedroom and its furnishing also has a significant impact on sleep patterns. Virtually all the respondents had some kind of blind or curtain. Also, the importance of preparation for a good night’s sleep ranked highly though pre-night time behaviour varied. Watching television was universally popular as well as using other electronic devices despite the fact that many scientists suggest this might be one of the worst ways to spend your time if planning a good night’s sleep. One interesting exception was in Mexico where nearly two thirds of people meditate or pray an hour before bedtime. And finally what stops us from sleeping? Probably no surprises here. Stress related to jobs and money keeps most of the world awake it seems. So, now that we have these results, what can we do to help ourselves improve the quality of our sleep? With me today in the studio is Dr Ray Wilder, an expert in sleep therapy. So Dr Wilder, let’s begin by talking about some of the key findings of this survey … 
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