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HM A guide to Sleeping Well   
 
No one really knows why we need to sleep.  There are various theories including the fact that sleep appears to 
play a significant role in brain development and in helping to maintain normal mental and emotional functioning, 
normal thought processing and the ability to be creative. 
 
When you’re scrambling to meet the demands of modern life, cutting back on sleep can seem like the only 
answer. Who can afford to spend so much time sleeping? The truth is you can’t afford not to.  
 
You cannot put sleep ‘into the bank’ and you have to pay off a sleep deficit in one way or another. Having the 
occasional late night is rarely a problem, but regular bad nights where our sleep is disturbed do affect us.   
 
When you get into a large negative sleep balance you are likely to feel: 
 

 Tired and irritable 

 Less able to cope 

 Your memory is worse and your concentration affected 

 More stressed and emotional 

 More accident prone. 
 
There is some evidence that having too little sleep over a long period of time could increase your risk of 
becoming ill or getting infections and developing other diseases

i
. 

 
How much sleep do I need? 
 
The amount of sleep needed varies from person to person and with age.  On average a person usually needs 
about seven hours in twenty four, but some people need a little less and others need nine to ten hours a night.  
The only way to find out how much you need is to try increasing your sleep by one hour a night and see if you 
feel better for the extra time in bed.  If needs be, you could try reducing your time in bed by one hour for a few 
nights and see if you begin to feel permanently tired.   
 
How can I get a good night’s sleep? 
 
Sleep hygiene is the technical term for ‘tips for getting a good night’s sleep’.  There are things we can all do 
which help us sleep well.  The basic principle is to ‘wind down the brain’ as bed time approaches because if the 
mind is stimulated and working hard it is difficult to slow it down and get off to sleep quickly.  So make a 
consistent effort to relax and unwind before bed and you will sleep easier and more deeply. A peaceful bedtime 
routine sends a powerful signal to your brain that it’s time to wind down and let go of the day’s stresses. 
 
Generally 
                 

 Make sleep a priority and not something to be squeezed in 

 Your bedroom should be a place for sleep, dressing and intimacy, not a room for writing letters, reading 
good books and watching the TV  

 Follow a similar routine every night and get up around the same time every morning 

 Keep the bedroom cool and fresh. Most people do not sleep well in a hot and stuffy bedroom 

 If you are on a variety of drugs or in chronic pain and your sleep is bad, discuss the problem with your 
GP.  Some drugs affect sleep.  Depression and stress affect sleep.  Pain can stop you sleeping, and 
pain always feels worse when tired 

 Is your bed or mattress worn out?  Does your bed need replacing?  A worn out bed is uncomfortable, 
and if the bed is uncomfortable you will not sleep well. 

 
During the day  
 

 Take daily exercise but avoid hard exercise for the few hours before you go to bed 
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 Avoid napping during the day 

 Avoid watching a stimulating TV programme just before bed and don’t sit there wondering what is 
coming next when your evening programme has finished! 

 Avoid using the computer late into the evening 

 Finish eating two to three hours before bed but try to avoid going to bed thirsty  

 Try to avoid caffeine and alcohol before bed.  An excess of caffeine will keep the mind active and takes 
four to six hours to wear off.  Alcohol may make you sleepy but it will ensure you have a poor night’s 
sleep and an excess will give you a hangover as well as a low feeling on waking 

 Have a warm bath before you go to bed. 
 
During the night   
 

 If you are not able to fall asleep, after twenty minutes or so, get up and go to a different room and listen 
to music or read a book.  Keep the lighting dim as a very bright light will stimulate the mind even further 

 If you wake do not look at the clock 

 If you wake up keep your eyes closed, turn over and go back to sleep 

 If you wake up with worries on your mind, write them down on a piece of paper and then settle down to 
sleep again.  If they are written down, you know you will have them there for reference when you wake.  
They will not be forgotten but can then be addressed at an appropriate time rather than at 3am! 

 
Common Sleep problems

ii
 

 
Insomnia Not being able to get to sleep or stay asleep.  It can affect anyone at anytime.  It can be 

caused by worry, stress, lack of exercise, or too much caffeine drugs and alcohol.  It 
can be avoided by following the sleep hygiene tips.  If the insomnia persists or affects 
you through the day then discuss the matter with your GP. 

 
Sleep Apnoea A condition where you briefly stop breathing for periods throughout your sleep.  You 

always start breathing spontaneously but it often causes you to wake up throughout the 
night.  This condition usually affects overweight middle aged men with a collar size of 
over 17 inches.  It is often associated with bad snoring.  Avoid alcohol before bed, lose 
weight and try sleeping on your side.  If you are tired through the day, particularly if you 
find you fall asleep at work; discuss the matter with your GP. 

 
Sleep Walking Getting out of bed and walking around/doing things while still asleep.  This can affect 

anyone but it tends to be more common in children and stressed/ worried adults. It can 
be helped by following the sleep hygiene tips and minimising stress and worry.  If it 
persists or becomes a problem then you need to discuss the matter with your doctor. 

 
Restless Legs 
Syndrome   An unusual sensation of something crawling up your legs or creeping inside your legs 

which comes on when you lie down to sleep and gives you an irresistible urge to move 
your legs to get rid of the feeling.  Anyone can get the feeling at any time; it tends to get 
worse with age and time.  It may be caused by medication.  It may be helped by 
following the sleep hygiene tips.  Regular exercise can help some people.  Taking a hot 
bath, massaging the legs, or using a heating pad or ice pack can help relieve the 
symptoms but will rarely completely eliminate them.  Your GP can prescribe drugs 
which may ease some of the symptoms. 

 

Narcolepsy                    A fleeting urge to sleep which if severe can result in a person “dropping off to sleep” for 

periods of a few seconds to a few minutes or more.  Narcolepsy is rare and difficult to 

diagnose.  It is usually helped by following the sleep hygiene tips.  Drugs and cognitive 

behavioural therapy can also help and the problem often improves with increasing age. 
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Further information 
 
The British Sleep Society      www.sleeping.org.uk 
The Sleep Council        www.sleepcouncil.com 
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