
WHEN YOU CRASH INTO BED   
at the end of a long day, you probably don’t 
waste any time curling into the position 
that’s guaranteed to send you drifting off 
to La-La Land. You might throw yourself 
onto your back, flop on your tummy, curl  
up into a ball, or throw your own unique 
shape involving a precise configuration  
of pillows and well-positioned limbs.  

Although you won’t stay that way till 
sunrise – studies show the average person 
switches positions a dozen times a night 
– your favoured sleeping style can have both 
positive and negative effects on your body.

Before you start to panic that your 
signature pretzel pose has done irreparable 
damage, rest assured that it’s never too  
late to make adjustments or teach your bod 
to adopt a new sleep position. “You can’t 
change it overnight, but it can be done,” 
says WF physiotherapist Brad McIntosh. 

Want to know what your nocturnal 
posture has been doing to your bod?  
We spoke to the experts to find out…

SWEET DREAMS
Upgrade your boudoir for a better slumber

Back to 
basics 
Back sleeping is  
often touted as the 
Holy Grail of healthy 
slumber, and it certainly does have its 
benefits. “In terms of the positioning  
of the spine, head, neck and shoulders,  
this is a good choice for many people, 
especially if they can prop up their knees  
a bit to normalise the curve in the low 
back,” says McIntosh. “That said, some 
people with specific conditions such  
as osteoarthritis in the neck will find 
sleeping on their back uncomfortable.”

You might also want to avoid snoozing 
supine if you’re known for sawing logs all 
night. “You’re more likely to snore if you 
sleep on your back, which can be quite 
disconcerting for your bed partner,” says 
Dr Delwyn Bartlett, health psychologist 
and sleep specialist at the University of 
Sydney’s Woolcock Institute.

It can even be downright dangerous  
for those who suffer from sleep apnoea,  
a disorder affecting five per cent of 
Australians that causes the walls of the 
throat to constrict and breathing to stop  
up to several hundred times a night. “If  
you have sleep apnoea and you sleep on 
your back, your airway is more likely to 
partially or completely close,” explains  
Dr Bartlett. “This is particularly true when  
you go into dream sleep, or REM sleep, 
because your body is semi-paralysed.  
So the combination of back sleeping and 
dream sleep increases your risk of episodes 
of stopped breathing and heart problems.”

Tummy 
time
Sleeping face-down 
might be super-comfy, 
but it can add up to an 
achy body. “Stomach sleeping places  
the lower back in an unnatural position  
by flattening out the curve and it can 
aggravate many low-back conditions,” 
explains McIntosh. “Keeping your head  
in a rotated position for extended periods 
can also worsen neck problems and pain. 
And stomach sleepers who put one or  
both arms above their head often end  
up with pain in their shoulder as well  
as the muscles and joints around it.”

Those face-down dozes could also 
kibosh all your beauty-sleep efforts by 
creating a particularly nasty type of wrinkle 
known as “sleep lines”. “When the skin is 
repeatedly folded due to pressure from a 
pillow, it can eventually lead to a crease,” 
says specialist dermatologist Dr Chris 
Kearney. “The most common sites are  
the sides of the face and the forehead,  
and the lines are usually vertical as opposed 
to the usual horizontal expression lines.” 

To avoid them, sleep in a position  
that doesn’t put pressure on your face,  
such as on your back. “Alternatively, using 
a low-friction pillowcase material [such as 
satin] may reduce traction on the skin and 
stop the skin folding,” suggests Dr Kearney.

Hey, it’s not all bad news: sleeping  
on your stomach can diminish snoring  
and a small study conducted in Turkey 
found that it might also help reduce  
the symptoms of sleep apnoea.

Side 
angles
Love snoozing on 
your side? You’re in 
luck. A study conducted 
in South Australia found that side sleeping 
resulted in less neck, shoulder and arm pain, 
as well as higher sleep quality, than any 
other sleep position. And researchers in 
South Korea also found that it significantly 
decreased the number of airway 
obstructions in sleep apnoea sufferers.

“I’m generally happy for my clients  
to sleep on their sides, particularly with  
a pillow or a specially designed bolster 
placed between their knees to even up  
the position of their hips and pelvis,” says 
McIntosh. “I do try to get people out of the 
habit of tucking one leg up and over the 
other because that causes an unnatural 
rotation through the lower back.”

What about those who prefer to curl  
up in the soothing foetal position? “While  
it isn’t exactly the natural contour of the 
spine, it’s not a bad position,” McIntosh 
adds. “But if you have a problem with a 
spinal disc, this position could aggravate it. 
Your best bet is to consult a professional 
who will identify your specific issues and 
figure out the best sleep position for you.”

If you’re not particularly attached to 
one side, there’s evidence that sleeping on 
your left has benefits. A study at Stanford 
University in the US found that it can 
improve heartburn caused by acid reflux, 
and it’s the preferred sleeping position 
when you’re pregnant. “As the baby grows, 
lying on your back can put a lot of pressure 
on a major vein and make you feel quite 
faint,” says Dr Bartlett. “Lying on your left 
side is generally best because it improves 
blood flow to the baby,” adds McIntosh.

Love the way you lie? It might 
not love you back! Find out 
how to tweak your sleep style
for a great night’s rest

GET 
COMFY Want to switch your sleep style? Brad McIntosh shares his top tips

1 PILLOW PROP“Allow four weeks to retrain your sleep position, using pillows around your body to encourage the right pose.”2 ON THE BALL“If you’re a stomach sleeper who wants to flip over, tape a ping-pong ball to your sternum. You’ll be amazed how quickly you change that habit!”3 SWAP SIDES“Every three or six months, change sides of the bed. It will alter your sleeping position, which is good  
for you.” 

Snooze
CONTROL

THE RIGHT ATTIRE
Cosy up in PJs that give you 

plenty of room to move. 
Cotton On pyjama  

shirt, $24.95, and pants, 
$24.95, cottonon.com

SILKY TOUCH
Save your face with a  

silk pillowslip. It’s worth  
the investment!

Slip pillowcase, $79.95, 
slip.com.au

HOT SHEET
Go for super-soft bed  

linen – 300 thread count 
makes all the difference!  
Elson sheets, from $99, 

hardtofind.com.au
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Relax fit


