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What causes sleep paralysis?
Sleep paralysis, where you wake up unable to move for a short time, is
relatively common but it can be incredibly distressing. So what can you do
to reduce the chances of it happening? And what can it tell you about your
health?

Most people sometimes have vivid nightmares - but in sleep paralysis, it
can be harder to distinguish such dreams from reality.

Sometimes Beth, 27, wakes up in the middle of the night unable to move. "It
usually follows a nightmare," she says. "I hear a very loud scream upon
waking. I try to open my eyes and can't for a while. Then when they open I
see shadows or hear noises around me - footsteps or whispering.
Sometimes it happens whilst my dream is still ongoing so the dream feels
much more real."

Such experiences during sleep paralysis can be scarily realistic. "It is a
reason why some people feel that certain strange events really occur, such
as being abducted by aliens," says sleep expert and author of How to Sleep
Well, Dr Neil Stanley.

Sometimes people with sleep paralysis will feel a heavy pressure on their
chest - or they will have the sensation they're choking. Hazel, 35, has
experienced this twice: "The first time I had sleep paralysis, it felt like a
demon on my chest, crushing and suffocating me. The second time was the
same, only it was my dead cat! It's the most terrifying thing I've ever
experienced. I was afraid to go to sleep for weeks after it."
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What is sleep paralysis?
Sleep paralysis can sometimes happen when you're in between being
asleep and awake. Dreams occur during rapid eye movement (REM), when
there is no motion or muscle activity. Sleep paralysis happens when our
body's transition from REM sleep is out of sync. A patient becomes
conscious while still in the paralysed dream state.

"Essentially when you are dreaming, you are usually paralysed so that you
are unable to act out your dreams," explains Stanley. "However sometimes
when you wake up from a dream this paralysis may persist for a number of
seconds, causing the feeling that you cannot move or breathe."

What does it say about your overall health?
"Although sleep paralysis can be frightening, especially if it occurs after a
'scary' dream, it is harmless," reassures Stanley.

According to a recent study, sleep paralysis is connected to general sleep
quality and insomnia, frequently co-occurring with other sleep experiences
such as nightmares and exploding head syndrome - a condition where the
sleeper experiences auditory hallucinations, such as gunfire, cymbals or
fireworks, as they are falling asleep or waking up.

How to avoid sleep paralysis
Improve sleep quality
"There is no actual cause of sleep paralysis and little that you can do to
prevent it, although anything that improves quality of your sleep may
reduce the occurrence of it," reveals Stanley.

"[My sleep paralysis] generally calms down after about 10-15 seconds," says
Beth. "I don't get it so much anymore. I've worked out that if I scare myself
before bed or sleep in another room I'll generally get it, so I've managed to
stave it off for about four months now."
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Jet lag and stress can disrupt healthy sleep patterns, as can long daytime
naps. Today, many people use smartphones before falling asleep, but blue
light exposure at night can impact negatively upon sleep quality. Excessive
caffeine or alcohol can also be detrimental to a good night's sleep. If sleep
is consistently poor or erratic, it might be worth consulting your GP to rule
out a sleep disorder.

Acceptance
Sleep paralysis is common and ultimately harmless - albeit frightening,
emphasises Stanley. "Understanding what sleep paralysis is and the fact
that it is both natural and harmless is the best way of preventing it being a
problem."

"Particularly after that first experience of sleep paralysis, I was convinced it
was actually real - that a demon had tried to possess me," says Hazel. "If it
happened to me again, I would be disturbed but probably less scared
knowing what it really is."

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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