
IMPROVING YOUR 

SLEEP



How many of you have experienced sleep 

problems?

How much sleep did you get last night? 

What type of problems have you experienced?

What did you do to try to make it better?



“Normal” sleep?

• It is very common to have difficulties sleeping at some 
point - approximately 30% of adults report having “poor 
sleep”, only 5% have never had a problem sleeping.

• Sleep problems are more common in women, children 
and those over the age of 65. 

• The need for sleep varies across the lifespan:
• New born baby: 16-17 hours per day

• 5 year old: 11 hours

• Teenager: 8-9 hours

• 70’s: fewer than 6 hours

• Need for sleep varies between individuals: 4-10+ hours

• Type of sleep changes as we get older (lighter, more 
broken, more frequent wakening)



Common sleep complaints

• Trouble getting off to sleep

• Waking up in the night/

restless or broken sleep

• Waking up too early

• Sleeping too much/in the day/

not feeling refreshed

• Sleepwalking/nightmares/

sleep apnoea/sleep paralysis



Effects of sleep problems

• Mood – irritable, depressed, less able 

to cope

• Cognitive – lack of concentration, 

motivation, reasoning, attention, 

memory, problem solving, judgement

• Physical – clumsy, low sex drive, increased appetite, 
obesity, heart disease, headaches, nausea, poor 
growth/healing, appearance, diabetes, stroke

• Severe and long lasting sleep deprivation can lead to 
hallucinations.

• It is common for a vicious cycle to start between mental 
health and sleep problems.



Sleep as a natural cycle
Circadian rhythms (“biological 

clock”)
• Control a wide variety of 

functions including body 
temperature, metabolism, 
and the release of hormones 
(melatonin triggers sleep).

• Control your timing of sleep 
and cause you to be sleepy 
at night and your tendency to 
wake in the morning without 
an alarm.

• Synchronize with 
environmental cues (light, 
temperature) about the actual 
time of day, but they continue 
even in the absence of cues.



Sleep as a natural cycle

• Sleep-wake homeostasis (balance in the body)

• Keeps track of your need for sleep. The homeostatic sleep drive 

reminds the body to sleep after a certain time and regulates sleep 

intensity. This sleep drive gets stronger every hour you are awake 

and causes you to sleep longer and more deeply after a period of 

sleep deprivation.

• Factors that influence your sleep-wake 

needs include exposure to light, 

medical conditions, medications, 

stress, sleep environment, and what 

you eat and drink.

• Effects of night shifts, jet lag etc.



Stages of sleep

• There are two basic types of sleep:

1) rapid eye movement (REM) sleep 

2) non-REM sleep 

• REM sleep occurs several times during the night and is 

when most dreaming is thought to take place

• Non-REM sleep is divided into four stages, each stage 

being a bit deeper, almost like a staircase of sleep. During 

the night people go up and down this staircase many 

times, and actually wake many times. 



Stages of sleep



Factors that affect these systems

• Stimulants such as 

caffeine and cigarettes

• Food

• Alcohol

• Lack of physical activities and exercise

• Napping

• Genes/ biological – “lark/owl”

• Artificial (blue) light (phones, 

laptops, 

• TV, smartwatches etc.)

• Stress (worrying about things/

sleep etc.)



Helping sleep - Daytime activity 

"A well-spent day brings happy sleep."- Leonardo da Vinci

• Exposure to natural light

• Daytime exertion 

• Energy in/energy out (food)

• Regular bedtime/rise time

• Limit/eliminate naps



Helpful sleep habits
• A regular time for going to bed (and 

getting up).

• A regular routine of events or 

activities before you go to sleep 

(“Bedtime routine”).

➢ Hour or so before bed, starting to 

“wind down”.

➢ Several key “cues” that indicate to 

your body that it is time to sleep 

(activities, environment, senses).

➢ Link bed with sleep (don’t do other 

activities in bed, and don’t sleep 

places other than in bed).

➢ Check/change sleeping environment 

(dark, temperature, comfort, noise 

etc.).

➢ Avoid caffeine within 4 hours of bed 

time (coffee, tea, chocolate, hot 

chocolate, cola).



Helpful sleep habits

• Address practical issues stopping you 

sleep (noise, draughts etc.).

• Avoid cigarettes (nicotine is a 

stimulant).

• Avoid eating late at night 

(but also not being hungry).

• Avoid alcohol.

• Avoid going to bed until you are very sleepy.

• Make a clear difference between “awake time” (light, food, 
activity) and “sleep time”.

• Check side-effects of medication (some can affect sleep 
because they are stimulants).

• Sleeping tablets can help in the short term but can contribute to 
longer term sleep problems as they interfere with the quality of 
sleep and can affect sleep patterns.



The “Twenty Minute Rule”

• If you cannot fall asleep after 20 

minutes get up and spend time 

relaxing in another room before 

returning to bed. 

• Wait until you feel really tired 

before returning to bed.

• Do some or all of your “winding 

down” routine when going back to 

bed. 

• This is to help break the 

association between bed and 

sleeplessness.



Dealing with worries/stress
• Get out of bed, sit somewhere quiet and 

comfortable.

• Write down the problems you are thinking about.

• Can either skip to next stage, or do problem 
solving at this point (Each problem – write down 
possible solutions, choose possible solutions, 
steps needed, possible blocks and how get 
around them).

• When you are finished say to yourself “That is it 
for now, I can’t do any more at this time, I can 
think about it again in the morning”.

• Wind down/bed time routine again, go to bed.

• Still worrying – remind yourself “I’ve dealt with 
worry for now, can think about it tomorrow”).

• Relaxation/mindfulness exercise



Worrying about sleep

• Acceptance - The greater willingness 

to experience poor sleep results in 

fewer struggles, less arousal, and 

therefore greater levels of sleepiness.

• Or try and force yourself to stay awake!



Relaxation and Mindfulness

• Relaxation can help you to mentally and

physically relax when trying to get to sleep.

• Lots of apps/CDs etc. with guided 

relaxation exercises:
• Progressive muscular relaxation

• Relaxing imagery

• Mindfulness can help to step back 

and observe thoughts/feelings without 

becoming caught up in them.

• Lots of apps/CDs etc. with mindfulness 

exercises:
• Leaves on a stream

• Trains at a station

• Noticing/being present in the moment



Putting it all together

Remember:

- Don’t give up! Any changes you make might take at least 

2 weeks to start working.

- Don’t panic! - If sleep cannot be improved then any kind 

of rest is helpful, especially if it is part of a regular routine.


