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Sleep problems are often
referred to as insomnia. They
are very common, particularly
in women, children and people
over 65, so it is quite normal to
have trouble sleeping at some
point in your life.
People can become very
distressed when they feel they
are not getting a good night’s
sleep, and this can make it even
harder to go to sleep.
This leaflet aims to help you to
understand your sleep problem
better and to learn some simple
ways to cope.

How much sleep do we
need?
People vary greatly in their need
for sleep. It is not true that we
all need seven to eight hours’
sleep every night; many studies
have shown that people range
between needing four hours
and ten hours or more.
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The amount of sleep a person
needs varies throughout their
life. A newborn baby spends
between seven and 16 hours
a day sleeping, but as children
grow older they need less sleep.
By the time someone reaches
their thirties they may need
less than eight hours, and this
reduces as we get older, with
many people in their seventies
needing less than six hours’
sleep.
The need for sleep also
varies depending on levels
of activity; less active people
need less sleep, but if you
are constantly on the go with
perhaps a physically or mentally
demanding job, or a young
family, you may need more
sleep.

Different sorts of sleep
Sleep has at least five different
stages, varying from light to
deep sleep. It is divided into
REM (rapid eye movement)

and non-REM sleep. REM
sleep occurs several times
during the night and is where
most dreaming is thought to
take place. Non-REM sleep is
divided into four stages, from
drowsiness to deep sleep and
may change from one stage to
another several times.
As with the amount of sleep we
need, the sort of sleep we have
changes as we get older. Sleep
in older people tends to be
shorter, more restless and more
easily disturbed.
Our pattern of when we sleep
often changes too. As we age,
it becomes more likely that we
drop off to sleep during the day,
so our natural rhythm of sleep
can be disturbed.

Reasons for sleep
problems
There are a number of reasons
why sleep problems can
develop. We may not be able to

do much about some of them.
They include:
• Normal effects of ageing
• Medical reasons, such as
needing to go to the toilet
during the night and finding
it hard to get back to sleep.
This occurs more in later life
and in pregnancy
• Pain, which can be common
in older age
• Disrupted sleep routine, such
as shift working.

Things we can do to help
ourselves
Other reasons for sleeplessness
do have solutions. It could
be that sleeping is your main
problem, but there may be
another problem which is
causing you to have difficulty
sleeping which you need to
tackle. Things you could try
include:
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Try not to worry about
sleeping
Sometimes you are getting
enough sleep, but it’s just less
than you expect. If you worry
about not getting enough sleep,
you may be expecting too much
sleep and worrying about not
getting enough. This makes
matters worse because you
feel more tense and anxious,
which makes falling asleep even
harder. Try to remind yourself
that loss of sleep will not hurt
you; lying calm and relaxed
in bed can be as refreshing as
sleep.
Don’t keep looking to see
what time it is. Try to put sleep
out of your mind by telling
yourself that you don’t really
care whether you get to sleep
or not. Have a daydream about
something pleasant. Sometimes
people find it helpful to lie
and force themselves to stay
awake; if someone tries to force
their eyes open, the urge to
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close them and to go to sleep
becomes very strong.
Tackle worries about other
problems
These might include
relationship, money or work. Try
writing down the problem and
everything you think you might
do to solve it. Choose the most
helpful solution and write down
all the steps you need to take.
Write down any obstacles and
how you might tackle them.
Then tell yourself that you can’t
do any more about it at this
time of night and that you are
not going to let yourself worry
about it until the morning.
Finish by spending at least
half an hour winding down by
reading or listening to music.
When you start to feel sleepy,
go back to bed. If you don’t
drop off to sleep within 15 to
20 minutes, don’t stay in bed.

Progressive relaxation
Progressive relaxation helps
lower anxiety, relieves muscle
tension and can help with
sleep. You can buy a variety
of CDs, or there may be some
available free of charge at your
local GP surgery or library.
Alternatively you could try the
following web page http://www.
howdidyousleep.org/improveyour-sleep/
Check your medication
Some drugs, such as some
taken for asthma and migraine,
can affect sleep because they
are stimulants, so check with
your pharmacist or doctor.
Sleeping tablets can help in the
short term. However if they are
taken for a long time they may
cause sleep problems, because
they can interfere with quality
of sleep and can alter sleep
patterns.

Look after your emotional
wellbeing
Anxiety, depression or stress
may keep you awake. It is quite
common to wake up early in
the morning and find it hard
to get back to sleep, or to have
difficulty getting off to sleep in
the first place.
It is very common to have
disturbed sleep following
bereavement, but your sleep
pattern should return to normal
in time. Talking to a friend or to
your GP may help.
RDaSH has produced leaflets
about stress, anxiety, depression
and coping with bereavement
which you may find useful.
Consider seeking professional
help if the symptoms are
prolonged or severe.
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Make your surroundings
comfortable
Check that your bedroom is not
too noisy or too quiet, too light
or too dark, too hot or too cold
and that the bed is comfortable.
Make sure that the temperature
of the room suits you and that
your partner is not keeping you
awake, by snoring for example.
Avoid caffeine, cigarettes and
alcohol
Avoid things containing
caffeine, such as coffee, tea, hot
chocolate and cola within four
hours of going to bed, as these
will reduce your quality of sleep.
If you have a bedtime drink, try
to make sure it is decaffeinated.
Nicotine is a stimulant, so
smoking last thing at night can
keep you awake. Stop smoking
aids such as patches and
chewing gum can also affect
sleep. If you do smoke, try to
have your last cigarette at least
four hours before bedtime.
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Some people feel sleepy after
drinking a lot of alcohol, but
alcohol affects quality of sleep.
Avoid drinking large amounts of
alcohol close to bedtime.
Eat good sleep foods
Eat food such as turkey and
dairy products which are high in
tryptophan, an amnio acid that
the body uses to produce sleep
hormones such as serotonin and
melatonin.
Be consistent
Let your body know where
it is by sticking to a regular
timetable. Go to bed and get
up at roughly the same time,
rather than try to catch up on
lost sleep by going to bed early
or napping during the day. Try
to keep weekend lie-ins to no
more than an extra hour.

Wind down before bed

Useful websites:

Use the hour before going to
bed to unwind and prepare for
sleep.

• www.bemindful.co.uk
information about
mindfulness

Be more active
Increase your daytime activity
and exercise, but don’t exercise
too near bedtime.
Associate your bed with sleep
Don’t watch TV, eat and talk
on the phone in bed. However,
making love can help you to get
to sleep.

• www.mentalhealth.org.uk
for wellbeing podcasts
downloadable to mp3 players
or to burn onto a CD
• www.soundshealthy.nhs.uk
for relaxation downloads
• www.eastlancshealthyminds.
nhs.uk/resources_info.
asp?id+14 for free relaxation
guide
• www.mind.org.uk/
foodandmood for
information about food and
its impact on mood
• www.bbc.co.uk/health/
healthy minds website –
useful information on all
aspects of mental health.
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