Keep Well This Winter by Dr Tony Jewell, Chief Medical Officer of Wales

CMO6: Brightening up darker nights



          

The clocks go back this week and perhaps herald the real start of winter.  The hour difference and darker nights can bring disrupted sleep, winter blues and worries about safety for many, especially older people.  Our physical health is also dependent on our mental well being, so it is important to find ways to lift our spirits, quell our fears and brighten up the darker winter months.

Most people need about eight hours sleep a night to feel refreshed the next day.  However this tends to decline with age. Some older people suffer from disturbed sleep, often sleeping later and waking earlier.  It is often accompanied with having “forty winks” in the afternoon.  The clock change can make this already disrupted sleep pattern even worse and can lead to real winter blues setting in. 

It’s important to re-establish your bed time routine as soon as possible in order to reset your body’s natural body clock.  Make sure that you go bed and get up at the same time each day, and try not to worry if you do not fall asleep immediately.  It helps if your bedroom is warm, dark and comfortable.  Avoid drinking coffee or alcohol before going to bed as these act as stimulants.  Smoking also increases the time it takes to get off to sleep. If you have persistent difficulties in sleeping, make an appointment with your GP

Shorter daylight hours and lack of sunlight make many people feel low during the winter months. About one in five people suffer from the winter blues, although some are affected by a more serious form of depression called SAD syndrome (Seasonal Affected Disorder).  Women are twice as likely as men to suffer the symptoms which include apathy, irritability, mood swings, overeating and a weakened immune system. 

The most effective way to combat winter depression is to get out of doors or to sit near the windows at home.   It also helps if you can share your feelings with family of friends.  It’s difficult to stay apathetic when you are socially active, so try to get out and up with other people.  Age Concern’s network of befriending clubs and Good Neighbours Schemes provides a vital link for people who may be able to get out during the winter months.  If you don’t feel like going out, then invite some friends or neighbours over for lunch or organise an evening of playing cards or bridge. Call 0845 606 4050 for a free Health Challenge Wales action pack offering lots of good activity ideas for mental well being.

The darker nights also make many people worry more about crime and personal safety.  You can give yourself some peace of mind by making your home more secure.  Lock your doors and windows, and use a safety chain when answering the door.  Stop a thief getting into the back of the house by fitting a strong, high gate across a side passage and repair any broken fences.  The Welsh Assembly Government’s Home Energy Efficiency Schemes (HEES) provides a range of free home security measures to people aged 65 and over who are on qualifying benefits and allowances such as Pension Credit (call 0800 316 2815 for more information).


Lighting can be very effective in preventing crime. If you go out at night put living room and bedroom lights on a timer so that it looks like someone is at home.  Use low energy light bulbs especially in rooms where lights are used for the longest periods. They cost much less to run and don't need to be replaced as frequently.  

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: Does having an afternoon nap stop you from sleeping at night?

A: We are programmed to have two sleeps a day - the main one at night along with a nap in the afternoon. So having forty winks after lunch can actually be good for us. However, if you are having great difficulty in sleeping at night then it might be worth doing something active in the afternoon instead.  Try going out for a brisk walk or doing some housework or gardening.

Q:  Are there any alarms available to alert relatives in case of a fall or illness?

A: Most older people value their independence but would like to have the peace of mind that a friend or relative would be alerted immediately if they were suddenly taken ill or had a fall. Age Concern’s Aid-Call service (call 0800 772266) or Help the Aged‘s Seniorlink service (01255 473999) provide an immediate response service which is activated by an alarm worn by the older person. 

Q: What help is available for carers? 

A: Caring for a neighbour, friend or relative can be both mentally and physically exhausting.  People providing high levels of care are twice as likely to suffer from poor health as non-carers so it is important for them to take as much care of their own health as they do for others. If you are caring for someone, talk to your GP about respite or support services that may be available locally. Call Carers Wales or the Carers Line for support and advice or try contacting Crossroads, a national organisation which provides respite care, on 029 2022 2282. 

Call Age Concern Cymru and Help the Aged in Wales on 029 2043 1555 or visit www.kwtw.org.uk for more information about the Keep Well This Winter campaign. 

-Ends-

Notes

Keep Well This Winter is a Welsh Assembly Government campaign which provides information and support to people aged 65 and over, to enable them to keep well during the winter months. It runs from September to February and its key themes are Keep Warm, Keep Well and Keep Safe.
Key partners in the campaign are: Age Concern Cymru; Care & Repair Cymru; Eaga Partnership; Energy Saving Trust; Firebrake Wales; Food Standards Agency Wales; NHS Direct Wales; National Public Health Service; RNIB Cymru and Wales Pension Service.  It is further supported by Energywatch Wales; Help the Aged Cymru; Care Forum Wales; Energy Efficiency Advice Centres; Citizens’ Advice Cymru; National Energy Action Wales and RoSPA.

Further details are available throughout the winter on the Keep Well This Winter website www.kwtw.org.uk.

