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Melatonin

What is it?

Melatonin is the hormone of the night. Its name is derived from the Greek word melas meaning dark
or black.It's produced from the amino acid tryptophan which is converted into the neurotransmitter
serofonin and then into melatonin. It’s produced in the pineal gland which is a small 7 mm structure
shaped like a pine cone and situated at the back and base of the brain in the midline. Normally,
melatonin production increases about 2 hours before bedtime. Melatonin helps us get to sleep and
once asleep fo stay that way through the night.

What does it do?

Melatonin helps with a variety of sleep disorders ranging from jetlag to sleep walking. It can help
fo regulate sleep in shift workers. But the effects of melatonin go way beyond regulating sleep.
Melatonin improves diabetes control and protects against the complications of diabetes. However,
beware of eating during the night as melatonin shuts off insulin production and high doses of
melatonin can increase insulin resistance. It can help with body weight regulation, decreasing body
fat and increasing metabolic rafe by increasing brown fat. There’s a lot of interest in the potential
role of melatonin fo protect against cardiovascular events and a range of cancers, including breast
cancer. Both heart disease and breast cancer are more common amongst shift workers because
of artificial light exposure, disturbed sleep, and lower levels of melatonin.The gut contains 400 fimes
as much melatonin as does the pineal gland. It regulates motility and pain threshold as well as the
bacterial content of the large bowel. Melatonin might be helpful for the treatment of irritable bowel
syndrome.

How to use melatonin

It's best taken after dark, preferably 1 to 2 hours before going to sleep. The half-life of melatonin is
only around 40 minutes, and it may, therefore, be best given as a long-acting preparation. Melatonin
products bought overthe-counter or online may not contain as much melatonin as they claim to.
It's better to stick to melatonin prescribed by a doctor and dispensed by a pharmacist. Typically,
melatonin is prescribed at doses between 2 and 10 mg at night. This dose may be higher than
is ideal for many and there is an argument for starting at doses as low as 0.3 mg and working
upwards if need be.

Is it safe?

Don't assume that melatonin is a simple supplement or that it's completely safe. It's a prescription
only drug for most people, and with good reason. Side effects include fatigue, drowsiness, stuffy
nose, increased dreaming, irritability, nausea, and joint pains. These are more likely with higher
doses. It's best avoided during pregnancy and when breastfeeding. It can be used by children but
possibly best supervised by a suitable specialist to monitor the child’s development. It can lower
seizure threshold in patients with epilepsy. It can interact with other sedatives including alcohal,
anfidepressants, benzodiazepines and beta blockers. Melatonin can increase bleeding tendency,
beware if taking blood thinners such as aspirin.
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