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Can’t sleep? You need to find out the cause and eliminate it from your life. 

SLEEPLESS nights can be a terrible thing. You toss and turn in bed, alternately counting sheep and 
trying to clear your mind. The next day, you start the day with a heavy head, barely able to 
concentrate on anything. 

The occasional sleepless night is not unusual for most people, but going through it almost every 
night is a different problem – you have insomnia. 

Is it a serious medical problem requiring remedy? Yes, because lack of sleep will make you tired, 
irritable, and depressed, leading to poor physical and mental health. 

 

Chronic insomnia can be a symptom of another condition, such as depression, heart disease, lung disease, hot 
flashes, diabetes, pain, or sleep disorders such as obstructive sleep apnoea or restless legs syndrome. – Photos.com  

Furthermore, insomnia is not a condition in itself, but a symptom of an underlying problem in your life 
or a medical disorder. 

Adults generally need about seven to eight hours of sleep every night, although this can vary from 
one person to another. Insomnia isn’t defined by the number of hours of sleep you get, but a 
disruption in your normal sleep pattern. 

People with insomnia experience sleeplessness in various ways. Some may not be able to fall 
asleep at night, while others may regularly wake up during the night and not be able to fall back 
asleep. Some people find themselves waking up too early in the morning. 



Chronic insomnia can be a symptom of another condition, such as depression, heart disease, lung 
disease, hot flashes, diabetes, pain, or sleep disorders such as obstructive sleep apnoea or restless 
legs syndrome. It can also be an indicator of problems in your life, such as stress, work worries, and 
relationship issues. 

The biggest step towards treating insomnia is to alleviate the underlying medical or emotional 
problem. This may be a long process of treatment, or learning to manage the issues in your life. 

However, there are ways that you can create a more conducive environment and change your sleep 
habits to get a good shut-eye. 

Eat, drink, and sleep 

Stay away from food and drink that contain stimulants, because they will keep you awake. Caffeine 
is one of the strongest stimulants, found mainly in coffee, tea, and soft drinks, and in smaller 
amounts in chocolate, cough and cold medicine. Avoid drinking these for at least eight hours before 
your bedtime, because your body takes several hours to eliminate the stimulant and its effects. 

Nicotine, alcohol, and sugar also act as stimulants. People who smoke should avoid smoking in the 
evening because they will experience withdrawal symptoms at night, while alcohol disrupts sleep. 
Eating sweets and other high-sugar foods at night will also disrupt sleep in the middle of the night 
because blood sugar levels fall quite quickly. 

You should also avoid eating large amounts before bedtime. If your last meal is dinner or supper, 
make sure it is light and no less than two hours before bedtime. 

Limit how much water you drink before bed. Otherwise you will find yourself waking up repeatedly to 
go to the toilet. 

Besides avoiding certain foods, however, there are other foods that may be able to help you sleep. 
Tryptophan is an amino acid precursor to serotonin, a neurotransmitter that helps the body regulate 
appetite, sleep patterns, and mood. 

Foods that contain tryptophan include red meat, dairy products, nuts, seeds, bananas, soybeans 
and soy products, tuna, shellfish, and turkey. This doesn’t mean you should load up on tryptophan-
rich foods just before bedtime, but including some of these foods into your dinner may help. 

Magnesium also acts as a natural sedative, and can help people with restless leg syndrome. Foods 
rich in magnesium are legumes and seeds, dark leafy green vegetables, wheat bran, almonds, 
cashews, and whole grains. 

 

 



Herbal and other remedies 

There are many supplements and herbs that are purported to be “natural” remedies for insomnia. 
Not all of these have been conclusively proven to work, so you should use them with caution and 
seek your doctor’s advice. 

Valerian is a herb that is used in some countries as an over-the-counter insomnia remedy. It is 
usually taken about an hour before bedtime, and has to be taken for two to three works before it 
comes into effect. It is believed to be non-addictive, but can cause side effects like mild indigestion, 
headache, palpitations, and dizziness. In any case, it is not advisable to take valerian for more than 
three months consecutively. 

The hormone melatonin occurs naturally in the body, and regulates the sleep/wake cycle. Melatonin 
can be taken as a supplement every night, about 30 minutes before bedtime. There is little evidence 
about the effects of taking melatonin for more than three months. If you have depression, 
schizophrenia, autoimmune diseases or other serious illnesses, or if you are pregnant, you should 
not take melatonin. 

Another popular herbal remedy is kava, which some people believe can help in cases of anxiety-
related insomnia. However, I advise people against taking this herb because kava has a serious risk 
of severe liver injury. 

In the bedroom 

Don’t just think of your bedroom as a place to lie down, but as the most important place where you 
get your nightly rest. The environment in your bedroom has to be conducive for a restful night’s 
sleep. 

Make your bedroom cool, dark, quiet, and comfortable at night. If your bedroom is situated in a 
location that allows light or sound to enter, use blackout curtains, eye covers, or earplugs. 

Light exposure tells your body when to go to sleep and when to wake up. If you have trouble falling 
asleep at night, you may need more light in the morning, so leave the curtains open and let the 
sunlight help to awaken you. 

If you work night shifts and sleep in the daytime, use curtains that block out sunlight or else the light 
will keep you awake. 

Try to sleep only at night, as daytime naps may steal hours from your precious sleep at night. If you 
have to nap, keep it to only half an hour in the mid-afternoon. 

Create a relaxing bedtime routine for yourself, so that your body gets used to the idea that it’s time to 
rest. You could take a warm bath or shower, read a book, listen to soothing music or practise 
relaxation techniques like yoga or progressive muscle relaxation. 



Make sure the lights are dimmed during this routine to prepare your body for the transition to sleep. 

In my next column, I will share about insomnia that occurs specifically during pregnancy. 

> Datuk Dr Nor Ashikin Mokhtar is a consultant obstetrician & gynaecologist (FRCOG, UK). For 
further information, visit www.primanora.com. The information provided is for educational and 
communication purposes only and it should not be construed as personal medical advice. 
Information published in this article is not intended to replace, supplant or augment a consultation 
with a health professional regarding the reader’s own medical care. The Star does not give any 
warranty on accuracy, completeness, functionality, usefulness or other assurances as to the content 
appearing in this column. The Star disclaims all responsibility for any losses, damage to property or 
personal injury suffered directly or indirectly from reliance on such information. 
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