Sleep and hormones
A disruption to sleeping habits is often the No.1 complaint from women who are in the perimenopause and
menopause, but why does sleep matter and what can be done about it?

Why is sleep important?
There is no system in your body that gets away unscathed by a lack of sleep – let’s have a quick look at the
beneﬁts of getting a good night’s sleep:
Boosts brainpower – getting 78 hours of sleep allows your brain cells to reorganise and get rid of the toxic
waste that builds up in the day; this allows your brain to work well when you wake up. Sleep helps your thinking
skills stay sharp and ready for action – learning new information, problemsolving, creativity, decisionmaking,
focus, and concentration are all boosted when you get good quality sleep. Sleep also helps the brain stabilise
and regulate your emotions, so you don’t overreact in certain situations.
Improves immunity – poor sleep makes the body more susceptible to germs. When you sleep your body
makes proteins that ﬁght infection and inﬂammation. It also produces antibodies and immune cells which work
together to ﬁght oﬀ harmful bugs.
Helps your heart – getting less than 7 hours a night on a regular basis can lead to a range of health problems,
many of which can harm the health of your heart. Lack of sleep is associated with risk factors for heart
disease, such as high blood pressure, raised cortisol levels, weight gain and insulin resistance, which can lead
to type 2 diabetes.
Controls hunger hormones – sleep aﬀects your weight by controlling the hunger hormones, ghrelin (which
makes you feel hungry) and leptin (the one that tells your brain you’re full). A lack of sleep raises levels of
ghrelin and reduces leptin. This imbalance makes you feel more hungry, which is likely to cause you to eat
more and potentially – over time – gain weight.

Why does sleep change during the perimenopause and menopause?
Some women ﬁnd it diﬃcult to fall asleep when they go to bed, others struggle to stay asleep for long periods
and wake frequently during the night, never feeling they have gone into a deep sleep, and some women ﬁnd
they wake up way too early every morning and can’t drift back oﬀ no matter what is tried.
A decline of three important hormones
The hormones estrogen and testosterone both have important eﬀects on your brain, including helping the
quality and duration of sleep. Low estrogen levels can lead to sleeping problems but also cause fatigue,
diﬃculty concentrating, headaches, weight gain, and mood changes – a lack of sleep can further exacerbate
these symptoms.
The hormone progesterone can be beneﬁcial for sleep too as it increases the production of GABA (gamma
aminobutyric acid), another chemical in our brain that works to help sleep. Progesterone can also improve
relaxation and mood and a drop in progesterone levels can lead to symptoms such as anxiety, restlessness and
trouble sleeping, including a tendency to wake up frequently.

How to get those allimportant uninterrupted 8 hours
Because good sleep is absolutely essential to your health, it really is worth doing all you can to maximise some
muchneeded downtime and let your brain work it’s magic while you sleep.
HRT: Improving the levels and balance of the hormones estrogen, progesterone, and (if needed) testosterone,
helps many women sleep better as taking HRT deals with the hormonal cause of the insomnia and reduces the
symptoms that might wake you up, for example, night sweats, stress and anxiety, or frequent urination. Women
often notice they can fall asleep quicker and wake up during the night far fewer times (or even not at all).
Many women take micronised progesterone (Utrogestan) as the progestogen part of their HRT. Utrogestan is a
natural sedative and is usually taken at night time, so can cause drowsiness for some women – an added
bonus if you’re struggling to sleep.
Magnesium: Magnesium is a very important mineral and is found in all of your tissues, especially your bones,
muscles and brain. It activates the parasympathetic nervous system, the system responsible for getting you
calm and relaxed to help prepare your body for sleep and it also regulates the hormone melatonin, which
guides sleepwake cycles in your body.
A goodquality magnesium supplement with vitamin B can improve sleep, as well as lower stress levels.
Drinking alcohol and coﬀee and experiencing stress can reduce your body’s ability to absorb magnesium.

Sleepfriendly habits
Research shows the two most eﬀective changes you can make to your night time routines are:
1. Keep it cool: It’s much easier to get to sleep and stay asleep if you are on the cool side of comfortable rather
than warm. A room temperature of around 18°C is recommended as ideal for a good night’s sleep. You may ﬁnd
avoiding hot drinks before bed and having a fan in the room helps with any hot ﬂushes or night sweats.
2. Keep it the same every night: A consistent routine is like an anchor to your sleeping patterns. Go to bed at
the same time every night and wake up and get up at the same time every morning  yes, even at the weekends
if you are serious about establishing better sleep! A consistent routine improves not only the quantity of sleep
but the quality too, leading to a real diﬀerence in how your body will function and how you feel during the day.
Avoiding (or limiting) alcohol, caﬀeine and drugs such as marijuana, will help you sleep better overall. While
alcohol or marijuana may help you get oﬀ to sleep, they are sedatives, so they only give you an artiﬁcial kind of
sleep which does not have the same physiological beneﬁts as ‘natural’ sleep.
Stress is a big contributor to sleep disruption and while it’s not always possible to remove stress entirely from
your life there are ways to minimise its impact: challenge your worried thoughts, slow down and breathe and
keep a note of your worries on paper to take them out of your mind.
Try and reduce time spent on your mobile phone, tablet or laptop at the end of the day. Many studies suggest
that blue light in the evening disrupts your brain’s natural sleepwake cycles. There are several ways to block
blue light in the evening including dimming or turning oﬀ the lights in your home, amber tinted reading glasses,
and apps that automatically adjust the light from your devices according to your time zone.
Keeping your room as dark as possible really helps your body’s natural sleep rhythms. Blackout blinds or
curtains are great for this.
Remember… Along with nutrition and exercise, good sleep is one of the pillars of health so you should protect
your sleep as much as you would your physical wellbeing. If you ﬁnd your sleep deteriorating during the
perimenopause and menopause, act on it by taking HRT and magnesium and hold fast to your sleeppromoting
habits every day.
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