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HEALTHonMonday

Lark ascending: studies 
show that only 15 per 
cent of the population 
are true early birds, 
but you can train 
yourself to change 

You might not understand why 
Mariah Carey paid £6,500 to fly 
her Jack Russell first class from 
New York to LA, or why she 
insisted on having a £10,000 

gym installed next to her suite in 
Claridge’s. But it’s quite likely you will 
find one of the soul singer’s diva-like 
demands completely reasonable. She 
recently cancelled a UK radio 
interview at the last minute. Her 
reason? “I’m not a morning person.” 

One could argue that, in that case, 
agreeing to do a breakfast show was 
probably not a great idea (the clue’s in 
the title). Nor was Denise Van Outen’s 
decision to host a radio breakfast 
show if she, too, could not cope with 
the early starts. But medical research 
has shown that around 15 per cent of 
the population are definitely not 
“morning people” – and many more 
of us will sympathise with Mariah’s 
sentiment to some extent. Particularly 
as, with its 9-5 ethos, the world seems 
very much geared to “morning 
people”. So, what makes you one of 
the lucky ones who sense sunshine 
rather than clouds when the alarm 
goes off? 

Professor Jim Horne of the 
Loughborough Sleep Research Centre 
devised a “diurnal preference” 
questionnaire that is used by sleep 
professionals throughout the world to 
tell if someone is a morning person or 
not – or, as he puts it, a “lark” or an 
“owl”. Questions range from what 
time you go to bed and wake up to 

what time of day you would prefer to 
sit an exam – although Horne now 
believes the best test is whether you 
can cope with a full English breakfast 
or not.

“Each of us has a body clock which 
has a trough at certain times of day, 
and, at other times, a peak. For the 
average person the trough is about 
4am and the peak around 7pm or 
8pm. A lark would get up about an 
hour earlier than average, be the life 
and soul of the breakfast table and 
then start flaking as the day 
progresses. An owl probably gets up an 
hour later than average and starts to 
feel better later in the day, going to bed 
an hour or two later than average.”

According to Horne, 15 per cent of 
us are larks, 15 per cent owls, and the 
remaining 70 per cent are neither one 
nor the other. 

“People do change their habits over 
the age span,” he says. “They tend to 
be more larkish as children, becoming 
much more owlish throughout 
adolescence, and at their most owlish 
in their early twenties. In old age they 
become more of a lark again. So it’s 
down to age and habit and, to a lesser 
extent, genes.”

Researchers at the University of 
Surrey have also discovered that there 
is a link between people’s preferences 
for mornings or evenings and a gene 
called Period 3, one of those 
responsible for regulating the body 
clock. “We found that people with a 
long version of Period 3 were much 
more likely to be morning types and 
those with the short version were 
likely to be evening types,” says 
Dr Simon Archer, who led the 
study. “That doesn’t necessarily 
make you a morning 
person,” he adds. “It’s 
simply that there tended to 
be more morning people 
who had the long version.”

So, if it’s not set in stone, 
then, for the night owls keen 
to get up and make the 
most of their holiday – 

Are you an owl or a 
lark? The answer comes 
down to age, habit – and 
genetics, says Fiona 
Macdonald-Smith

Ease the pain
YOU CAN MAKE MORNINGS A LITTLE BRIGHTER
Þ STEP AWAY FROM THE 
SNOOZE BUTTON
According to scientists at the Sleep 

Disorders Centre at the Children’s 

Hospital in Philadelphia, you should set 

the alarm for the time you really 

have to get up – the extra sleep 

will be of better quality. 

Þ SEEK OUT SUNLIGHT
Daylight signals your body clock 

to stop the secretion of 

melatonin – the 

hormone that makes 

you sleepy – and 

promotes 

wakefulness. When 

you wake up, read your 

morning paper by a 

sunny window or step 

outside to have your 

coffee. Alarm clocks that 

simulate daylight are also 

effective in lifting the mood.

Þ BRING IN SOME BLOOMS
Recent research from Harvard 

University found that “non-morning 

people” reported being happier and 

more energetic after looking at 

flowers first thing in the 

morning. So, buy a 

bunch for your bedside 

table. 

Þ BRIGHTEN YOUR 
ENVIRONMENT
Vibrant colour helps 

too. Try putting a red, 

yellow, orange or 

fuschia pillow or 

throw in an area of 

the bedroom you 

look at first thing, or 

even buy a dressing 

gown in one of those shades. 

And drink a brightly coloured 

breakfast juice for visual 

stimulus as well as an antioxidant 

boost. 

Þ DRINK PLENTY OF WATER 
Even a two per cent fall in your water 

stores can sap your energy and cause 

early morning headaches, so keep 

yourself hydrated. 

NEXT MONDAY
Afternoon delights – bonkers 
beach fitness, art therapy 
and healthy picnics
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without feeling grim in the process – 
surely there must be ways to make 
themselves more morning-friendly? 

A sk a sample of breakfast 
presenters, who know all about 
rising early, and they all have a 

different approach. 
“There’s only one way of dealing 

with early mornings,” says John 
Humphrys of Radio 4’s Today
programme, “and that’s early nights – 
however good the party you have to 
leave. I’m in bed at 9pm come hell or 
high water.”

“I make it feel like a treat,” says 
Sara Mohr-Pietsch, Radio 3’s 
Breakfast presenter. “In summer, 
when the sun’s already up, I open 
the windows wide and do a bit of 

yoga.”
“No sleep-shattering 

alarm clocks,” says Ceri 
Perkins, presenter of the 
BBC South East Today
breakfast bulletin. “I like 
waking up to the nice 

Scottish burr of Rhod 
Sharp on Radio 5 Live.”

But should we all be 
rushing to become larks? 
In their latest research, 

Dr Archer’s team have measured the 
brain activity of larks and owls when 
asleep and awake, after a period of 
sleep deprivation, and after normal 
sleep. They discovered that the larks 
with the long version of the Period 3
gene suffered dramatically after sleep 
deprivation. “They showed signs of 
being much more tired and also 
showed a dramatic fall in cognitive 
performance.” The Surrey researchers 
are now trying to see if extra naps can 
help offset this. 

Which leaves the owls looking rather 
more resilient. “The owl is more 
adaptable and more able to be a lark. 
Larks are more rigid in behaviour,” 
says Prof Horne.  “If flowers on your 
nightstand make you want to sing a 
song, then great, but this is more a 
behavioural phenomenon than a 
physiological one. You might be an owl 
at 20 but when you have children 
you’ll be forced into being a lark. 
Basically, you’ve just got to do it.” 

When choosing your 

outfit for the 

daytime, avoid fitted 

clothing, particularly 

anything in synthetic 

fibres such as 

nylonand polyester. 

These trap heat 

close to the skin, 

making you 

sweatier and more 

susceptible to 

miliaria, the 

uncomfortable and 

unsightly prickly 

heatrash.

HEALTHY 
HABIT...

HEALTHY 
HABIT

Start a food diary. Research has shown 

that keeping an account of what you 

consume can be a powerful tool for 

helping weight loss. Continue when 

you get home, noting the calorie 

content, too. It may open your 

eyes to where you’re going 

wrong.
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