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Introduction

Let’s start with an idea that might challenge you: not sleeping perfectly isn’t a catastrophe. Humans have lived with restless nights, wakeful hours and uneven sleep patterns for centuries. Our bodies are resilient; if we can get our minds out of the way, our bodies know how to recover. But somewhere along the line the story around sleep became distorted. We’re told that without a flawless eight hours, we’re failing – that if we don’t optimise every hour of our existence, we’re at risk of becoming unhealthy, unproductive and unhappy. In a world that never sleeps, many of us have forgotten how to rest, let alone sleep. Your bed has become something to fear.

Chasing sleep: why trying harder can keep you awake

The more we obsess over ‘optimising’ every detail of our night – to perfect it, measure it, fix it – the more anxious and awake we’ve become. Maybe you know this feeling all too well. You’ve tried the routines, the supplements, the apps, hoping to finally conquer sleep. But if you’re here, perhaps you’ve realised that sleep doesn’t respond to fear or control. So here’s the paradox: the harder you chase sleep, the further it runs away.

Many people seek to address their sleep issues by paying intense attention to what happens just before they go to bed, and at night. This is entirely understandable, but it’s not often effective. This book shifts the focus to your entire 24-hour rhythm, helping you see how your waking life shapes your nights – an often-overlooked perspective. It encourages you to embrace acceptance and self-compassion, freeing you from the burden of rigid sleep expectations. While many books prescribe universal solutions, this one prioritises flexibility, offering you tools and insights to experiment with, so you can discover what truly works for your unique needs, without the pressure of a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach.

Flip the script: your nights follow your days

If you’re struggling with chronic sleep issues, looking deeper and exploring what else might be at play is essential. Often, what’s needed is a combination of clarity – what’s really going on in terms of your support systems and stress management – and a return to simple pleasures that reconnect you to yourself. Medical issues aside (and I’ll come on to those), real rest comes from living your life in a way that invites sleep naturally and effortlessly, without force or struggle.

Maybe this sounds familiar: it’s 3 a.m., and you’re lying awake, staring at the ceiling. Anxiety creeps in as the minutes tick by. You’ve tried everything – turning off screens, practising breathing exercises, sipping valerian tea – but sleep remains elusive. Your mind races with thoughts of the exhausting day ahead, filled with meetings, deadlines and the fear of making mistakes. By morning, you drag yourself out of bed, already dreading another sleepless night. The cycle continues and you simply don’t know what to do.

I can’t give you a formula for ‘perfect’ sleep. There is no quick fix, no magic ritual. More than that, there are sometimes structural issues in place like a lack of sound-proofing in your home or a shift-pattern that moves all over the place, but do not despair. In this book, we’re going to flip the script and focus on how you live during the day so that sleep can follow at night.

As an accredited UKCP psychotherapist specialising in sleep, I work with those who are exhausted by sleepless nights, anxious thoughts and restless minds. I’m professionally bound to maintain confidentiality. The people and scenarios you’ll encounter in this book are fictional. To the hundreds of individuals I’ve worked with – both in private practice and in sleep clinics – your stories are safe with me. Yet, many of the challenges around sleep are universal and you may recognise pieces of your own journey here.

Sleep fascinates me. Biologically, we’re all wired to sleep. And yet, for so many, it becomes a battleground. In many ways, it’s not a surprise. We live in a world that pulls us out of rhythm, where we light up the night, push our limits and rarely slow down. The pandemic disrupted our lives, routines and sense of security. It left many of us in a perpetual state of alert, and some of us still struggle to feel safe enough to rest.

Our bodies are deeply rhythmic, operating on an internal clock known as the circadian rhythm. This clock not only responds to environmental cues, such as light and darkness, but also anticipates and regulates virtually all of our bodily functions, most notably the sleep–wake cycle. But stress, irregular routines and constant screen exposure can throw that rhythm out of balance, leaving us out of sync. When brain chemicals like serotonin and melatonin fall out of alignment and cortisol – the stress hormone – takes over, our bodies can’t find rest. Instead, we’re left in constant churn, unable to switch off.

Our culture often sacrifices sleep on the altar of productivity. In his book, The Secret Pulse of Time: Making Sense of Life’s Scarcest Commodity, journalist Stefan Klein observes that, ‘time is life’s scarcest commodity.’1 And he’s right – we’re constantly told to optimise every minute. But without sleep, we’re neither productive nor truly well. Sleep isn’t something we can fully control or perfect; it’s personal, fluid and different for everyone. Instead of prescribing rigid routines, this book invites you to approach sleep with curiosity. It’s about exploring what genuinely works for you, rather than chasing the latest trend or one-size-fits-all advice.

The maths of modern life: where does the time go?

This reality of why sleep goes wrong becomes more apparent when you break down your daily demands. If you don’t actively protect your time for sleep and rest, they’ll be the first things to go. A viral social media post from a recent college graduate illustrated this perfectly.2 They described the exhaustion of the 9-to-5 grind, the financial strain of city living, long commutes and the crushing realisation that their evenings left no room for hobbies, social life, or even rest. Their question summed up what many are feeling: ‘How do you have time for a life?’

Let’s look at the numbers: there are 24 hours in a day. Subtract 7–9 hours for sleep (we’ll address the 8-hour myth in Chapter Two), 8 hours for work, 2 for meals, 2 for personal care and 1–2 hours for commuting. The maths is straightforward: 8 (sleep) + 8 (work) + 2 (meals) + 2 (personal care) + 2 (commute) = 22. That leaves just 2 hours for everything else. And that’s before you factor in chores, exercise, children, family time or personal interests. Where’s the space for joy, creativity or even boredom? What is going to get squeezed?

This highlights a deeper issue: our collective undervaluing of sleep and rest. For many, sleep is the first thing to be sacrificed in the pursuit of productivity, often for reasons outside our control, whether it’s demanding jobs, caregiving responsibilities or economic pressures. By treating sleep as a luxury rather than a necessity, we risk undermining the very things we’re trying to protect: our health, our wellbeing and our sanity.

This mindset has deep historical roots. The industrial age brought a focus on efficiency, productivity and maximising output. Time became something to be measured and optimised, leading to the belief that ‘time is money’. Sleep, which doesn’t deliver immediate results, was pushed aside. But this mentality is out of step with our natural rhythms, and the consequences are becoming harder to ignore.

To sleep well, we need to reframe how we think about time – not as a commodity to be hoarded and spent, but as something that should include and prioritise rest. This includes understanding the importance of sleep, taking breaks during the day and allowing time for recovery after physical exertion. Only then can we start living in a way that genuinely supports our wellbeing. But this isn’t just a personal issue. We all need to think about it as private citizens, employers, politicians and policymakers.

Think of tackling sleep issues like solving a Rubik’s Cube, where each side represents a different factor: mental health, lifestyle habits, physical conditions, environmental influences and, perhaps most importantly, a sense of safety. Working on one side impacts the others, creating a ripple effect. Adjusting your daily routines and managing stress can often make subtle shifts, supporting better sleep and overall wellbeing.

This book invites you to approach sleep with curiosity, compassion and a willingness to embrace the messy, unpredictable nature of rest. Because most of the time the key to good sleep isn’t about trying harder – it’s about letting go.

Your body knows how to sleep

Many people rely on medications, and there’s no shame in that. In fact, there are situations where medication, when carefully prescribed by a specialist, is not just helpful but absolutely essential. In sleep, however, it is not unusual for them to create a bigger problem. Letting go of the meds can feel terrifying; you might not trust that you can sleep without them. Your fear is valid, and taking things one step at a time is OK. By the end of this book, you’ll have a toolbox of strategies to help you find your way to restful sleep. And if one tool doesn’t work, try another; flexibility is key.

Sleep isn’t something you can control by sheer willpower. Ironically, the harder you try, the more elusive it becomes. This drive for control often stems from a desire for safety, but it can lead to stress and insomnia. Instead of striving to eliminate stress, the goal is to learn how to coexist with it in a healthy way. Just as you can’t fully appreciate joy without experiencing frustration, sleep often improves when you acknowledge and accept stress rather than trying to banish it. I don’t see stress – as in the fight-or-flight response – as inherently bad. Stress is a life force; it drives you, sharpens you and even protects you. But when stress starts to run the show and becomes chronic, we are in trouble.

When stressed, the mind speeds up – its inner monkey launches into problem-solving mode, speeding up and worrying about the should I, would I, could I’s. Lurching between the unknown future and the past that is past, you miss the here and now, yet the here and now is all we have. It’s an ironic twist. In a need for control, do you rob yourself of the light-hearted moments that bring genuine happiness and relaxation?

The real challenge isn’t eliminating stress but learning how to dial it up or down so you’re not always stuck on high alert. Think of developing an internal dimmer switch, not an on/off button. Life isn’t about flipping from calm to chaos; it’s about modulating and finding the right intensity for each moment. When you master that, stress becomes an ally not an enemy.

Recognise what you can and cannot control. I can’t change the fact that it’s raining outside, but I can take an umbrella with me when I go out – I can prepare the best I can. Sometimes, even I have a rubbish night of sleep, but I know how to pace myself the next day. Life is full of ups and downs, and we constantly face uncertainty, rapid changes and unexpected turns. And in truth, there are times when losing control is stressful and even frightening, and you will struggle to cope – that is normal.

Similarly, you can’t manage global events like economic crises, wars or natural disasters (and doom-scrolling your way through social media isn’t going to help). Your nervous system isn’t built to handle constant global crises – it’s designed to manage what’s nearby. So you can learn to gently bring your restless, anxious mind back under control – think of it a bit like coaxing a frightened animal out of a dark corner.

With countless apps and devices promising the perfect night’s rest, sleep can start to feel like something we have to ‘perform’. This pressure often keeps us awake, fearing we’re not measuring up. But sleep is meant to support how we spend our days, not become another measure of productivity or something to get competitive over – who has the best sleep score? Your sleep is unique and can’t be compared to others’. It is deeply influenced by genetics, gender, psychology, environment, culture and more. It responds to how we spend our days, and in turn, it shapes how we experience them. A restless night can lead to a sluggish, unproductive day, impacting our mental health and overall wellbeing.

And here’s where the relentless push of life comes into play, nudging you, perhaps a bit too roughly, towards an ironic realisation: it might be time to take a breather, to wake up and, quite literally, smell the coffee. The irony of that suggestion in a book about sleep!

When was the last time you paused to savour a cup of coffee, to feel its warmth and enjoy its flavour instead of rushing through it? These little breaks remind us of the good things in life. Instead, invest in the best coffee that you can afford, use the perfect cup and really savour it. It becomes a mindful moment of rest.

So maybe, when you’re lying there wide awake at night, all tangled up in the noise of everything you’ve got going on, take a beat. Stop. Take a few deep breaths – in and out. You might find the calm that’s been dodging you in these quiet moments. Ask yourself in the right here, right now, are you safe? What do you need to support yourself? And who knows, as the moments increase from seconds to minutes to hours, that’ll be the trick to finally getting some good shuteye.

Throughout this book, I’ll share insights and tools to help you build a more relaxed relationship with sleep. For some, that might mean creating a bedtime routine; for others, it could involve addressing deeper psychological issues. Fear of sleeplessness can often be as debilitating as sleeplessness itself. Shifting from anxiety about sleep to acceptance can make all the difference. Always remember – biologically, your body knows how to do this.

Make this book work for you

We’re bombarded with advice about supplements, routines and strict schedules, but what works for one person may not work for another. Our journey together will explore these individual variations, offering flexible guidance to help you find what suits your life. It’s not about adhering to the latest trend (I see you, sleepy girl mocktail3); it’s about experimenting with different approaches and discovering what supports your unique needs.

Another significant issue is whether your expectations around sleep are realistic. Advice is everywhere – newspapers, books (yes, I see the irony), podcasts and more. Many of these sources promote elaborate routines and expensive supplements (often backed by lucrative partnerships), as the ultimate path to perfect sleep. Cold showers, strict schedules, intermittent fasting – each presented as a ‘must’ for restful nights.

But in my work, I see the downside of these rigid, restrictive approaches. You’re not a machine and you’re not in control of every aspect of your life. Your body constantly changes, and a structured yet flexible approach will serve you far better. Real rest is about working with your body, not forcing it into someone else’s formula.

Taking every piece of sleep advice as gospel can lead to a rigid, stressful approach to bedtime. Professor Matthew Walker, author of the groundbreaking book Why We Sleep,4 even admitted on the Huberman Podcast5 that he may have been ‘a little too puritanical’. His book brought the importance of sleep to the forefront, but I’ve lost count of how many people have told me it left them feeling more anxious than reassured.

For Walker, carefully managing sleep means selecting a gym based on the aspect of its windows to optimise his circadian rhythm – a great approach if you have the luxury to make that choice. But what works for a sleep scientist may not work for a single mother juggling three kids and a full-time job or a night-shift worker whose schedule is beyond their control. Sleep is deeply personal, and what works for one person may not work for another. Some people thrive on seven to nine hours of uninterrupted rest, while others do well with less. Our journey together will explore these individual differences, offering insights and tools to help you discover what works best for you.

I aim to cut through the noise without the pressure of adhering to every latest trend. This book is about engaging your curiosity, looking beyond the noise, and integrating practical tools and ways of thinking into your life in a natural and supportive way rather than being prescriptive and overwhelming. I am not a fan of rigid routines and have repeatedly seen how detrimental they can be – avoiding an unexpected night out because of your sleep routine. Sometimes it’s about saying, ‘fuck it’ and doing it anyway and benefiting from a wild night out with friends. Other times, it’s about learning when you need to say no.

If you have insomnia, cognitive behavioural therapy for insomnia (CBT-I) is one of the most effective treatments available, helping about 70–80 per cent of affected people improve their sleep. It typically includes a range of strategies that help you to identify and change unhelpful thoughts about sleep, establish healthy sleep habits, learn relaxation techniques and address anxieties around bedtime. It also doesn’t suit everyone. So what about the 20–30 per cent for whom it doesn’t work? Often, other factors are at play. Many people with sleep issues face multiple overlapping challenges, from unresolved stress and trauma to coexisting health conditions. This is the territory where I focus my work, through a multi-disciplinary approach.

Sometimes the roots of sleeplessness lie buried in the subconscious, tied to unaddressed grief, unprocessed trauma or an enduring sense that you’re not safe. It’s not just a matter of counting sheep – it’s about the things we carry that keep us alert, even when we’re desperate to rest.

Think about it; humans are one of the only species born utterly dependent on others for survival and we’re living in a world that feels increasingly chaotic, politically charged and full of rapid, unpredictable change. Even in utero, we need others for security. From our first breath we are learning about safety – or the lack of it – in the arms of those who care for us. These early experiences teach us what it means to feel secure, but sadly many of us never experience that safety. Fast-forward to adulthood; many of us exist in a constant state of low-grade alert, stress becoming a normal way of being. Our nervous systems brace for impact, making it nearly impossible to relax fully – let alone sleep deeply.


The nervous system

Your nervous system is the foundation of your survival and wellbeing, managing both voluntary actions (like moving your hand) and involuntary functions (like breathing). It operates through two key branches: the sympathetic nervous system, which activates your stress response, and the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS), which promotes rest, digestion and sleep. Sleep relies heavily on the parasympathetic system, as it allows your body to relax and enter a state of recovery.

This book will guide you through understanding these systems and how intentional practices, like slowing your breath, can help shift your body into a calm, parasympathetic state, making it easier to fall and stay asleep. Thanks to the brain’s incredible adaptability (neuroplasticity), you can train your nervous system to respond more effectively, improving both your sleep quality and overall resilience over time.



If your body’s internal alarm is constantly ringing, disrupted sleep isn’t a mystery; it’s practically a given. Why would you be able to sleep if you aren’t safe? – that’s dangerous. Take Maria, who came to me frustrated after trying every sleep trick in the book. It wasn’t until she began to process the unresolved grief of a past loss that her body finally allowed her to rest. Or Peter, who spent years struggling with insomnia until he faced the childhood trauma that his mind had kept locked away.

And it’s not just trauma. Sometimes, other hidden forces are at work – undiagnosed neurodiversity, chronic stress, addiction or physical pain that the body has been holding on to in silence. These are the things that standard sleep advice rarely addresses but that wreak havoc on our ability to unwind.

If this resonates, know you’re not alone. We all have these hidden stories and unmet needs that whisper to us in the dark, keeping our minds spinning and our bodies tense. This book invites you to look deeper and explore those layers of experience that may be holding you back from proper rest. Because sometimes, finding sleep isn’t about trying harder – it’s about understanding what your sleeplessness is trying to tell you and finding a way to rest.

Every individual who prioritises rest and recovery sends out ripples that reach far beyond themselves. And here’s the beauty of it all; it sparks a quiet revolution when you take these steps. As more and more people adopt practices that promote restful sleep and a relaxed nervous system, the collective energy of society will begin to shift. It’s time to turn the pillow over … It’s time to rest.

The techniques in this book require an open mind, consistent practice and sustained effort. It may feel ironic, but the responses that disrupt your sleep are often your body’s way of trying to protect you – just in ways that don’t always serve you well.

People often feel frustrated, saying, ‘This doesn’t work.’ And it’s true; sometimes a technique might not work immediately. But that doesn’t mean nothing will. Trying something new for the first time at 3 a.m. in a state of panic is unlikely to be effective. Under those conditions, it’s no surprise that many approaches fall short.

Think of learning coping skills as building muscle. You don’t wait for a crisis to start training; you develop these skills during calm moments, repeating them until they become second nature. By practising when you’re at ease, you’re building tools that will be there when you need them most. So when stress hits, you’ll know what to do – instinctively ‘flexing’ these new muscles and feeling more grounded and resilient. This proactive approach makes it far less likely you’ll abandon these techniques when you need them the most.

Keep a journal

I recommend keeping a journal to record your experiences. When we’re sleep-deprived or feeling negative our memories can be unreliable; we often remember things as being worse than they were. Writing things down gives you a clear, objective record of your experiences and helps you ‘see’ your thoughts more clearly, which can be reassuring during uncertain times.

Adapt to your learning style

Not everyone is a writer, and it’s essential to recognise your unique way of processing information. If you learn best by listening, try recording your thoughts on your phone. If you’re a visual learner, drawing your ideas or creating diagrams might make things clearer. And if you’re hands-on, try using something tactile, like Play-Doh, to explore your thoughts.


	Immerse yourself: Dive into the book’s ideas about rest and sleep. Sometimes, a single insight can be a game-changer, like finding the correct turn on a Rubik’s Cube.

	Take notes: Jot down key concepts to help you absorb and remember them.

	Understand your situation: Use the tools to assess your sleep patterns and stress levels.

	Identify triggers: Recognise the patterns and triggers that may impact your sleep. You can also share this information with your GP for additional support if needed.



Test and learn

Keep it simple; you likely only need a few tools. Don’t overcomplicate things. Experiment with different techniques to find what works best for you. Keep track of your progress and note any changes in your sleep patterns or stress levels. This process of testing and refining will help you create a personalised approach to managing stress and improving sleep. Remember – gentle progress is the goal. Practising these techniques during calm periods and planning for more stressful times can significantly improve your ability to handle stress and support better sleep.

Do you have a diagnosable disorder?

When does poor sleep cross the line into a diagnosable disorder? This is a vital question, but it doesn’t have a straightforward answer. The distinction often lies in the persistence of the problem, the extent of its impact on your daily life and whether it can be traced to an identifiable cause, such as a physiological or psychological condition. Factors such as genetics, chronotype (our natural sleep patterns), culture and even gender play a role, influencing both our baseline sleep patterns and how we perceive disruptions.

When people think about sleep problems, insomnia is usually the first thing that comes to mind. While insomnia disorder is a clinically recognised condition, it differs significantly from occasional sleeplessness or ‘bad’ nights of sleep. Insomnia disorder is defined by its persistence (occurring regularly and not tied to a specific situation), its impact (causing significant distress or impairing daily functioning) and its resistance to change despite efforts to improve sleep. Many people self-identify as having insomnia when they’re actually experiencing short-term or situational sleep difficulties that don’t meet the diagnostic criteria. However it’s not always insomnia – there are over 80 diagnosable sleep disorders, each with its own unique causes, symptoms and effects.

Sleep apnea is a common but often undiagnosed condition that occurs when the airway becomes partially or completely blocked during sleep, or when the brain fails to send the signals needed to maintain normal breathing. These disruptions cause fragmented sleep, which can lead to excessive daytime sleepiness and other serious health issues. Many misunderstood sleep problems can be traced back to circadian rhythm disorders – conditions where the internal body clock that regulates your sleep–wake cycle is out of sync with the demands of your environment. Circadian rhythm disorders are not ‘bad habits’ – they are clinically recognised conditions that involve a disruption in the natural timing of your body’s processes. For example, delayed sleep–wake phase disorder (DSWPD) can cause people to struggle with falling asleep until very late at night, while advanced sleep–wake phase disorder (ASWPD) may lead to extreme early morning wakefulness.

As you move through this book, reflect on whether your sleep challenges feel temporary and situational or whether they are persistent, disruptive and resistant to change. Ask yourself: ‘Does my sleep problem persist regardless of what I do?’ ‘Does it affect my ability to function or my quality of life?’ If the answer to those questions is ‘yes’, you may need to see a doctor or specialist. Chapter Seven will delve into recognising when sleep issues may require medical attention and how to seek appropriate help.

Here’s a radical thought: perhaps you could enjoy falling asleep!

Imagine that – no longer thinking about sleep with worry! Instead, you might look forward to it. I present the possibility that this is not only achievable but likely. Without anxiety in the way, you can experience the magic that happens as you drift in and out of sleep.

If you experience anxiety about falling asleep, it might seem mind-boggling to think it might be enjoyable and fun. Let’s play into the always-on cultural narrative that sleep might be productive! Many studies have shown that one of sleep’s most important roles is the consolidation of memory and learning, but there is also another interesting element – a specific neurobiological process known as ‘hypnagogia’ and the ‘hypnagogic state’. This is the dreamy state between wakefulness and sleep where fascinating things happen in your brain. As the parts of your brain that process sensory information – like sights and sounds – begin to quieten down, your thoughts start to blend with the world around you, creating vivid and often surreal experiences. Meanwhile, the default mode network, the brain region responsible for thoughts and memories, becomes more active. This heightened activity fosters new connections, igniting creativity and sparking fresh ideas.

As someone who enjoys the mechanics of how sleep works, I’ve found that leaning into this state of sleep itself is helpful. Often, when I’ve been working late into the evening on this book, my mind would be buzzing with complex details. Instead of forcing myself to untangle these thoughts right then and there I’ve learned to let go, trusting that the hypnagogic state and the sleep that follows will help clarify things overnight. I now see falling asleep as more than just the necessary prelude to a good night’s rest – it’s an opportunity, a precious moment of mental alchemy where the day’s raw materials are turned into something new.

Many artists, inventors and scientists have attributed their breakthrough ideas to this transitional state. For instance, Thomas Edison used to exploit the hypnagogic state intentionally. Edison would hold steel balls in his hands above a metal plate and allow himself to drift off to sleep. As he entered the hypnagogic state, the balls would drop, waking him up, and he would immediately jot down whatever ideas had come to him.6 While I am not suggesting you go to these places right now, I want to show you that something entirely different is available in the experience of falling asleep or waking up.

Can you think of sleep as a trusted friend? Like any meaningful relationship, it thrives on care and patience. Criticise it or push it away, and it may grow distant. But if you welcome it warmly – creating a safe, inviting space – it will be far more likely to return. Learning how to nurture your connection with sleep can transform it from an elusive guest into a steadfast companion.






CHAPTER ONE

What are we getting wrong about sleep?

For starters, sleep issues aren’t always about simple habits like too much caffeine or late-night screen time. Aside from a diagnosable disorder, their roots can be far more complex. Perhaps you don’t feel safe or are burdened with a super-busy brain. If so, it might be better to understand sleep problems as a logical response to stress or a world set on a 9-to-5 clock, while your body hasn’t got the memo. When your brain and body perceive danger, stress activates the fight-or-flight response – a protective mechanism that keeps you alert, but it will also keep you awake. Awake, you are safe. If your cellular timing (chronotype) says you are a night owl, the 9-to-5 will be hard for you. Recognising these various factors and what is happening for you can change how you approach your sleep issue. It brings space and compassion, opening up the possibility to think differently about what might really be happening.

Sometimes, realising that the problems you are having with sleep are how sleep responds to life opens the door to making changes. You can rest assured that your body is programmed to know how to sleep – but it might have its own ideas about how it does that, ideas that don’t fit the 9-to-5 world. Remember, a good night’s sleep isn’t just about having a nice little routine in the hour before bed; it starts when you wake up.

The science of sleep

Sleep is a natural and recurring state of rest for both the mind and body, essential for health and wellbeing. We haven’t evolved out of needing it, so it clearly has an important role. Even in the late 1990s, scientists joked that the main purpose of sleep is ‘to cure sleepiness’,1 but we know it does much more and continue to learn all the time. Sleep is an active process involving multiple stages, each with specific functions essential for physical health, memory consolidation and emotional regulation. It’s the brain’s best friend, providing a space for overnight recovery when the conscious ‘you’ goes offline. The brain and sleep work in tandem; the brain constantly anticipates and responds to your needs through several biological mechanisms. It works nonstop, 24 hours a day, and sleep allows it to switch to a different mode to recover.

Sleep isn’t a static target, and the idea of the ‘magic eight hours’ is misleading. Sleep is a continually shifting variable, influenced by factors like age, lifestyle and individual needs. Ideally, unless you’re a genetic short sleeper,2 most adults under 60 should be getting between seven to nine hours of sleep each night. As you age, this drops to seven to eight hours a night. The key is to focus less on hitting an exact number and more on understanding and adapting to your body’s ever-changing needs. True short sleepers are exceptionally rare, making up less than 1 per cent of the population. Due to specific genetic mutations in genes like DEC2 and ADRB1, they can function perfectly well on just four to six hours of sleep per night. Unlike most people who suffer from lack of sleep, true short sleepers maintain high levels of alertness, productivity and emotional stability. Their unique genetic makeup allows them to get by on significantly less sleep without any adverse consequences.

While it’s clear that the longer you are awake the more pressure to sleep will build up, your daily sleep–wake cycles are complex. Research into circadian rhythms – 24-hour cycles regulating bodily functions – shows that every aspect of your physiology follows this daily pattern. If you stay awake all night, you’ll feel tired during those hours and wish you were asleep, but come mid-morning of the next day, to your surprise, you have the energy to keep going. You might become exhausted again by mid-afternoon, then, if you haven’t slept, dip again in the evening to the point where sleep becomes irresistible. This pattern indicates that your need for sleep increases the longer you stay awake but varies throughout the day.

Understanding sleep as a biological process is incredibly empowering because it reminds us that our bodies are naturally designed for it – sleep is hardwired into our biology. At the core of sleep regulation is a two-process system identified by sleep scientist Alexander Borbély: Process S and Process C. Process S, or ‘sleep drive’, builds up sleep pressure the longer you’re awake, making you feel increasingly tired. Process C, or the ‘circadian rhythm’, is your internal clock that responds to light and darkness, signalling when to feel alert or drowsy over a 24-hour cycle. Together, these processes determine when you feel sleepy and when you’re ready to wake up.3 Even if you miss out on it, your body doesn’t just give up; it compensates through sleep homeostasis – a biological process that regulates your body’s need for sleep – prioritising deep, restorative sleep the following night to help you recover. And when you’re stressed, your body can adjust your sleep patterns to keep you alert when needed. These mechanisms ensure you get the recovery you need, making sleep your best friend in maintaining health.4

Starting to think about sleep as your friend is often a new way of thinking about it. I have seen people tangibly recoil at the thought of it, their relationship with it being so difficult. People with problems with sleep tend to dislike it, hate it, or worse – of all – fear it, which sets off a neurological process that, ironically, makes it even harder to sleep. Why would sleep, your friend, choose to stay with you if it senses you dislike or fear it?

Important – you need to be sleepy to go to sleep!

Two of the most frustrating sleep struggles are lying in bed exhausted but unable to fall asleep, or waking at 3 a.m. and feeling wide awake. Staring at the clock, stressing about lost sleep, only makes it harder to drift off again. The truth is, you can’t force sleep if your body isn’t ready. The harder you try, the more alert and frustrated you’ll feel. Instead, get up and do something relaxing.

If you are not sleepy it’s time to do something else. If you reach for your phone, use it intentionally – listen to a guided meditation, calming audiobook or soothing sounds like rain. Avoid email, social media or anything stimulating, and keep notifications off. If your phone isn’t appealing, try reading something light, journalling, doodling or doing gentle stretches or yoga. Even small tasks like folding laundry or tidying can help distract your mind.

Even if you don’t fall back into a deep sleep or sleep feels light, rest is still valuable. Your body is still recovering, and as we will come to see, staying calm will help build up your biological sleep pressure for the following night, making it more likely you’ll get the restorative sleep you need then.

Typically, after 16 to 18 hours of being awake, your body feels ready for sleep. Imagine that, throughout the day, your body is collecting ‘sleepiness coins’ AKA sleep pressure – a representation of Process S. Each waking hour adds a coin to your stash, and by the time night falls, you need a full ‘wallet’ of coins to ‘buy’ a restful night’s sleep. If your wallet is light – say, because you’ve taken a long nap (which uses a few coins) or haven’t been awake long enough – it might feel harder to make that purchase.

This build-up is mainly driven by a substance in your brain called adenosine, which accumulates as you stay awake. It serves as a signal, telling your body when it’s time to rest. When you sleep, this pressure decreases, as your brain clears adenosine, allowing you to wake up feeling refreshed. However, if you don’t get enough sleep, the pressure doesn’t fully reset, leading to feelings of tiredness and a stronger urge to sleep – recover – the following night. But if your mind is buzzing with alertness from a stressful day, it can keep you awake, no matter how many coins you’ve saved. Which is why after a long day at work – filled with back-to-back meetings, endless emails and little movement – it can be tough to fall asleep even if you’re physically worn out. It’s what people mean when they say they’re ‘tired but wired’.

The trick to a good night’s sleep is not just about collecting enough sleepiness coins – you need to be sleepy to go to sleep – but also timing (Process C) and being ready to sleep. Everyone collects these ‘sleep coins’ at their own pace. That’s why ‘morning larks’ tend to feel sleepy early in the evening, while ‘night owls’ often stay alert until much later.

Understanding how sleep pressure and your body’s natural rhythms work (Process S and C) can help you better adapt your daily schedule to meet your needs. I’ve often discussed with people how vital it is to grasp the timing of their biological clock, and we get into that in the next chapter. Some individuals have what’s known as a circadian rhythm disorder, where their natural sleep times don’t align with conventional schedules. This misalignment makes it essential to wait until you’re genuinely sleepy before going to bed. Without that natural alignment between sleepiness and bedtime, you’re likely to end up lying awake, feeling frustrated and anxious about not being able to fall asleep.

Understanding whether you have a circadian rhythm disorder can also take a lot of the frustration and emotional toll out of dealing with sleep issues. Many people blame themselves or feel a sense of failure when they struggle to fall asleep at a ‘normal’ bedtime or wake up on time, thinking it’s a matter of willpower or discipline. Knowing that your body’s internal clock simply operates on a different schedule can help shift this mindset, reducing self-blame and allowing for a more compassionate, science-based approach to sleep. Instead of forcing yourself into a schedule that doesn’t align with your biology, you can focus on strategies that work with your natural rhythms, making sleep feel less like a battle and more like a manageable, achievable goal. This self-understanding can bring a sense of relief and control, helping you approach sleep with less anxiety and more patience.

How to increase sleep pressure – feel sleepy at bedtime

Sleep restriction therapy (SRT) is an evidence-based method to improve sleep quality by increasing sleep pressure (save up sleepiness coins). In clinical comparisons, SRT is often found to be as effective as or more effective than sleep medication for treating chronic insomnia, particularly in the long term. While it may seem counterintuitive – you might think, ‘I’m already exhausted, why would I sleep less?’ – this approach retrains your brain and body to consolidate and improve sleep naturally. In fact, CBT-I (with SRT as a core component) is recommended as the first-line treatment for insomnia by organisations like the American Academy of Sleep Medicine and the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE).

When sleep is fragmented and shallow, spending too much time in bed can make it worse. SRT temporarily reduces the time you spend in bed to align with the amount of sleep your body is currently achieving. This boosts sleep efficiency (the percentage of time spent asleep), increases your natural sleep pressure and promotes deeper, more restorative sleep.

Importantly, the goal is to improve the quality of your sleep through consolidation and to help you feel naturally sleepy at the right times. Over time, as your sleep becomes more stable and refreshing, the time spent in bed is gradually increased to meet your body’s needs. Though it may feel challenging at first, SRT can help reset your sleep patterns for long-term improvement.


How to do sleep restriction therapy (SRT):

Sleep restriction therapy is a targeted approach to improve sleep for those who struggle with insomnia. It might sound a bit backwards at first – sleep less to sleep better?


	Check if it’s right for you: First things first, make sure you have been diagnosed with insomnia. This therapy is specifically designed for those who have trouble falling or staying asleep.

	Establish a baseline: Start by keeping a diary of your sleep for a week or two to see how much sleep you get each night. Let’s say you average about six hours a night. That will be your starting target – but remember, never aim for less than 5.5 hours as that’s not enough rest for most adults. I am aware that you might say ‘I am getting less than that’ but bear with this, the trick to this lies in the consolidation process and the forcing you to become sleepy. (If this idea feels anxiety-inducing, work on the anxiety before going anywhere near this practice.)

	Set a sleep schedule: If you need to wake up at 7 a.m., plan to go to bed at 1 a.m. This may leave you with more waking hours, but the idea is to build up your sleepiness enough so that when it’s finally time to hit the pillow, you fall asleep more easily and stay asleep.

	Gradually increase sleep time: Once you start sleeping consistently during your allotted hours, you can slowly add more sleep time by 15–30 minutes each week, as long as you’re still able to fall asleep within 20 minutes and stay asleep.

	Keep things consistent: The key to making this work is consistency – especially when it comes to your wake-up time. Stick to the same time every morning, even at weekends. Get up, get lots of light and get moving to shake off sleepiness. This regularity helps your body clock sync up with your new sleep schedule.



Important


	Understanding the process: SRT helps to build up ‘sleep pressure’ (the natural urge to sleep) during the day, SRT helps you feel more tired and calm when it’s finally time to sleep, making it easier to drift off.

	Get back in sync: SRT can help you get back in sync with your body’s natural sleep–wake cycle. By limiting your time in bed, SRT trains your body to sleep at the right time, realigning your internal clock with when you go to bed. This helps you follow your body’s natural signals for when it’s time to feel sleepy and when it’s time to wake up.

	Safety first: SRT is not suitable for everyone. It’s especially important to avoid if your job requires alertness and precision, like driving or operating machinery, because the initial stages can make you extra sleepy during the day. It’s important to speak with your GP or a sleep specialist to confirm if you have insomnia before trying this approach. They can offer guidance tailored to your specific sleep issues.





Thankfully, SRT isn’t permanent – though many clients curse me while going through it! It’s hard work, and yes, it can leave you feeling drained. But let’s face it: you weren’t feeling great to begin with. The difference now is that you’re taking action, and the discomfort has a purpose. Many people see improvement within a week, though it can take longer. Once clients find their timing ‘sweet spot’, they often stick to it long-term because of how much better they feel. It’s a tough process, but when it works the results are worth it.

Why do you fear sleep?

Why do sleep problems feel so overwhelming? Perhaps it’s because sleep, a state where we relinquish control, occupies such a significant part of our lives. For those with hypervigilant minds, the tendency to ruminate or catastrophise can transform a restless night into a spiral of anxiety, where worst-case scenarios dominate and relaxation becomes impossible. Or maybe it’s the vulnerability of surrendering to the unknown each night – or the profound loneliness of lying awake at 3 a.m., when sleep won’t come.

Some clients have shared a few choice words with me when I suggest that broken or restless sleep can sometimes be expected – and I completely understand! There’s a limit to what feels acceptable. On those mornings when you wake up feeling drained and far from refreshed, it’s easy to blame sleep itself. But here’s the truth: sleep is naturally variable. Stress, diet, physical activity and countless other factors can shape how restorative it feels. Not every night will leave you feeling recharged, and that’s OK – it doesn’t mean your sleep is broken. That said, if poor sleep becomes the rule rather than the exception, it’s time to dig deeper and uncover what might be going on.

If you believe sleep must be perfect every night, any deviation from this ideal can create anxiety, reinforcing the idea that something is wrong. Ironically, this anxiety is often what makes sleep even harder to achieve.

Part of the problem can be in how sleep is portrayed in the media. Headlines about the supposed dangers of poor sleep often exaggerate findings, making people feel that even minor disturbances in sleep are disastrous. Take, for example, a study linking sleep problems to prostate cancer. It found that men who spent more than 30 minutes awake after going to bed had a 15–20 per cent higher risk of developing prostate cancer.5 While this sounds alarming, the absolute risk remains low for most, and many factors beyond sleep, like genetics and lifestyle, contribute to cancer risk. Narrowing such findings into sleep-specific headlines can lead to unnecessary fear.

As someone who has worked in a sleep clinic, I’ve seen the impact of this firsthand. The day after a TV programme aired about the dangers of poor sleep, we’d often see a spike in anxious calls. Sensationalism can make something as natural as waking up during the night feel like a crisis.

Your brain, after all, is wired to protect you by alerting you to potential threats. It triggers stress and anxiety as part of your body’s natural defence mechanism, preparing you to act quickly in the face of danger. However, in modern life, your brain can misinterpret non-life-threatening situations – like media headlines, work pressures, social conflicts or financial worries – as dangers, leaving you in a state of heightened vigilance. If your stress response is keeping you awake, it’s doing exactly what it was designed to do: protect you. The key is to identify and address the triggers behind this stress so your brain can stand down from its protective guard.

Journalists have a tricky job balancing engagement with accuracy. But a little more care – like including study limitations or emphasising broader health contexts – could help prevent unnecessary anxiety. This would allow people to focus on what truly supports healthy sleep, rather than worrying over exaggerated risks.

The stages of sleep

Do you believe that once you fall asleep, you should stay asleep until morning without waking? In reality, it’s completely natural to wake briefly during the night, particularly during transitions between sleep and especially between 3 and 4 a.m. Learning to accept and manage these awakenings can help you get back to sleep more easily rather than stressing about it.

If you use a sleep tracker, you’ve probably seen your sleep cycles represented as a hypnogram. This chart shows the different stages of sleep throughout the night, making it seem like each stage – wakefulness, non-REM (NREM) sleep and REM sleep – is distinct and separate. But in reality, the transitions between these stages are much more blurred.

On a typical night, most adults go through four to six sleep cycles, with each cycle consisting of various stages: N1 (stage 1: light sleep – the gateway to sleep), N2 (stage 2: light sleep), N3 (stage 3: deep sleep – the body’s restoration phase). The average adult spends about 13–23 per cent of the night here and and approximately 20–25 per cent in REM sleep (rapid eye movement – the dreaming stage). These sleep cycles repeat every 90 to 120 minutes. Early in the night, your body prioritises NREM sleep, especially the deeply restorative N3 stage. As the night progresses, REM sleep takes over, playing a larger role in each subsequent cycle.

Your sleep pattern, or ‘sleep architecture’, naturally shifts as you age. While you can’t control exactly when you enter deep sleep or REM, spending enough time in bed increases the chances that your body will cycle through these critical stages.

This is where sleep duration recommendations – typically seven to nine hours for most adults – help. These guidelines aren’t just about getting enough sleep but ensuring you have enough time in bed for your body to naturally progress through all the stages of sleep. Even though you can’t directly control when these stages occur, following the recommendations improves the likelihood that your body will get the deep, restorative rest it needs (see 


N1 (stage 1 NREM sleep)



N2 (stage 2 NREM sleep)



Am I awake, or am I asleep?













	Some people might naturally have lighter sleep or wake up more quickly because of their genetic makeup.

	When stressed, the body goes into alert mode, producing stress hormones that can make it hard to fall into deep, restful sleep.

	What you do during the day significantly affects your night; how much you exercise, what you eat and exposure to light can affect sleep.

	From an evolutionary standpoint, light sleep might have been helpful for early humans to stay alert to dangers in their environment, allowing them to wake up quickly if needed. This trait might still affect some people’s sleep patterns today – think of new parents who often sleep more lightly because their brain is ‘listening’.

	Specific health issues can also disrupt our sleep, causing more light sleep or making us wake up more often.





N3 (stage 3 NREM sleep), also known as slow-wave sleep (SWS)



REM sleep








Nightmares and night terrors






When a nightmare is a sign of emotional overload





















	Keep regular bedtimes and ensure enough sleep.

	Use relaxation techniques like deep breathing before bed.

	Limit caffeine, sugar and screen time before sleep.

	Address triggers: treat medical issues, manage stress and avoid sleep deprivation.

	Try scheduled awakenings: wake the person briefly before typical episodes.

	Consult a sleep specialist for persistent issues.





Summary









	It’s normal to wake up once or twice during the night. You may need to pee, then lie there for a bit, and then calmly drop off. If this isn’t happening, get up and do something you enjoy – try not to get wound up.

	Reduce stressors by practising relaxation techniques such as mindfulness or deep breathing throughout the day.

	Reframe your relationship with sleep by viewing it as a natural and supportive process.

	Remember, nightmares or restless nights aren’t purely random. They often reflect the mind’s attempt to process unresolved emotions, yet factors like illness and medication, and wider mental health challenges like PTSD, can also contribute.

	Techniques like sleep restriction therapy (SRT) or Dream Completion Technique® give you practical ways to work with your body, not against it.

	Accept that waking briefly during the night is normal; avoid clock-watching if you can’t fall back asleep.
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