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	Insomnia is far more than a simple inability to sleep. It is a condition capable of wreaking havoc on a person's life, and in the most severe cases it can even lead to genuine illness. Sleep deprivation in general is a dangerous thing.

	Over the course of this chapter, we will look at what it feels like to live with insomnia, the symptoms doctors rely on when making a diagnosis, and the potential causes behind it. Encouragingly, insomnia frequently fades away altogether, or at the very least becomes dramatically less severe, once sleeping habits are adjusted and the underlying causes are tackled. That said, we also need to spell out how real the dangers of sleep deprivation are, in the hope that it gives you the last bit of motivation to seek the help you need.

	There is no reason to simply put up with insomnia, and no reason to accept too little sleep and a miserable, drained feeling the next day. Your sleep can be put back on track. All you need is the right information to make it happen.

	How Does Insomnia Feel?

	Ask most people with insomnia and they will tell you that "frustrating" is the best single word for it. If you have ever endured even one night of lying awake, whether you couldn't drift off, kept waking again and again, or surfaced far too early, you already know how unpleasant it is. Now picture that happening all the time.

	People living with chronic insomnia face a high risk of developing depression and anxiety as well. The reason is that poor sleep wreaks havoc on your mood, and without enough rest your body heads quickly toward a whole range of other conditions. When your mood sinks, you start to worry. When you aren't sleeping enough, you doubt your ability to perform at work or school, and the worry deepens further. It all builds into a snowball effect that can lead you down some truly dark paths.

	So if we had to describe the feeling of insomnia, we would say it is exhausting, frustrating, stressful, upsetting, and worrying. That list captures it well. The reality is that each of us needs a different amount of sleep, and no single answer fits everybody when it comes to how much rest you need. Someone who copes comfortably on 7 hours a night has no grounds to call a person who needs up to 9 hours lazy. Our bodies are all wired differently, so our sleep requirements differ too.

	Even so, the typical amounts of sleep needed can be broken down as follows:

	12 - 17 hours for a toddler or baby

	7 - 9 hours for an adult

	9 - 13 hours for a child

	Your level of daytime tiredness is a good indicator of whether you are sleeping enough. If you feel tired all the time, the likelihood is that you simply aren't getting enough sleep.

	Symptoms of Insomnia

	If you are struggling with sleep at the moment, you may be asking yourself whether it is actually insomnia. As noted earlier, chronic insomnia is defined by sleep being disrupted on at least three nights out of the week. The disruption might mean not sleeping at all, struggling to fall asleep, waking multiple times, sleep that feels poor in quality (for instance, very light sleep), or waking very early and being unable to drift off again even though several hours remain before your alarm.

	Acute insomnia, by contrast, is a reaction to something happening in your life, and it is much simpler to spot and to fix. When the situation passes, your sleep pattern typically corrects itself.

	To receive a diagnosis of insomnia, in addition to the length of time the disruption has lasted, you will be experiencing the following symptoms:

	You feel exhausted on waking, and the tiredness lingers through the morning, so that you essentially never feel rested

	You regularly have trouble falling asleep

	Your appetite may be affected, so that you either lose interest in food or eat more, probably of the wrong kinds, with cravings for sugary or fatty foods being likely

	You often lie awake at night, usually worrying about the fact that you can't sleep

	You find it very difficult to concentrate and stay focused on tasks

	You regularly wake several times during the night

	You are unable to nap in the daytime, even when you are very tired

	You wake early and find it impossible to fall back asleep

	You are irritable and your mood swings are easy to notice

	This is a textbook portrait of a person living with insomnia, most often the chronic form, and the symptoms may have dragged on for weeks or even months before the sufferer finally decides to look for help.

	What Lies Behind Insomnia?

	The trigger for one person may be completely unlike the trigger for another. Insomnia is a highly individual problem, so naming one definite cause is often difficult. What we can offer, though, is a general rundown of the causes seen most frequently.

	Certain mental health disorders - Schizophrenia and bipolar disorder are both known to disturb sleep patterns and lead to insomnia. The drugs prescribed to treat them can also worsen sleeplessness, which sets up a large and vicious circle. Alzheimer's and Parkinson's disease can also bring on insomnia, as can an overactive thyroid (hyperthyroidism) and restless legs syndrome.

	Stimulants - Anything with caffeine in it, such as coffee, cola, or chocolate, along with alcohol and nicotine, is known to feed insomnia and cause trouble for people who already sleep poorly. Recreational drugs can likewise trigger insomnia and make things a million times worse.

	Stressful situations - Stress is not always brief. It can become a chronic condition that builds gradually and stays for a long stretch of time.

	Shift patterns - Much like jet lag, a change in working shifts, for example nights followed by days and then back again, can produce insomnia. People who work shifts frequently struggle with it to some extent, and it can be hard to manage.

	Temperature - Some people cannot sleep when the room is too hot or too cold. It is a personal matter, since warmth may make one person extra drowsy while having the reverse effect on someone else.

	Anxiety or depression - Some people sleep easily in the middle of anxiety or depression and even sleep far too much, but others find it very hard to fall asleep, which makes the whole situation ten times worse.

	Jet lag - A disrupted body clock can throw you off balance for a long while, and it has to be reset before things settle down again. Long-haul flights are notorious for their after effects, and insomnia is among them.

	Discomfort - A change of bed, whether a new mattress or a stay somewhere unfamiliar, and even a new pillow, can set off a short bout of insomnia.

	Loud noises - Not everybody drops off easily, and sound from outside, even a very faint amount, can be enough to tip someone who already sleeps badly into insomnia.

	The encouraging news is that insomnia is not a condition that cannot be fixed. It mostly comes down to removing the causes and altering your sleep habits, which should put the problem right. If you take certain medications for a condition such as Alzheimer's or schizophrenia, and they are seriously disrupting your sleep so that you regularly suffer from insomnia, you should speak with your doctor and explore alternatives, or perhaps extra medication, to help restore your sleep pattern and give you the rest you need.
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