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 SLEEP 
Sleep is critical to our functioning and affects all of our bodily processes - everything from our healing, 
pain sensitivity, immune system function, memory and concentration, and hormone function. The 
activities we do during the day – from having a fight with a partner, using our iPhones at night, 
running in a race, to travelling overseas – also affect our hormone levels and, in turn, our quality of 
sleep. Quality sleep is different for each individual, and while there is no set ideal amount of sleep, the 
research is fairly consistent that less than 6 hours of continuous sleep may be problematic. This is 
‘core sleep’. Most of us function better on 7-8 hours of sleep. Too much sleep can be a bad thing too! 
 
Sleep and pain are common bedfellows unfortunately, with one commonly feeding the other. We are 
more pain sensitive after poor sleep- in pain experiments it’s easier to provoke pain in those who are 
sleep deprived than those with good sleep! Stress and poor sleep are also common bedfellows so 
addressing stress or taking steps to reduce our stress responses can be very helpful in improving 
sleep (and in turn pain). 
 
Many things affect how well we sleep, and our sleep-wake cycle is governed by many hormones 
including some like cortisol and melatonin. Cortisol is one of our stress hormones and normally peaks 
early in the day when we need to be more alert but it should taper in the evening time. Melatonin is 
released during darkness to cue us to sleep. Poor sleep has been associated with dysregulation or 
disruption of the release of some of these hormones e.g. poor sleepers tend to have more cortisol in 
their systems late at night, while using backlit screens can prevent the release of melatonin causing us 
to stay awake.  
 
Why kinds of things contribute to poor sleep? 
 
Our sleep is driven by our Sleep Drive, The Circadian Processes i.e. our 24-hour body clock, and our 
Levels of Arousal. While this varies across individuals, common contributors to changes to these 
systems and therefore poor sleep are: 

1. Poor sleep habits (see below) and disturbances to a regular sleep pattern e.g. frequent long-
haul flights 

2. Stress and mood disturbance that affect our states of arousal 
3. Pain 
4. Hormonal and other health problems 
5. Exercising late in the evening – this is linked with greater arousal  
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Signs you may have poor sleep hygiene? 

1. Daytime napping  
2. Irregular wake-up or bed-times  
3. Frequent periods (>once per week) of extended amounts of time spent in bed. 
4. Routine use of alcohol, tobacco, or caffeine in the period before bedtime. 
5. Exercising too close to bedtime. 
6. Engaging in exciting or emotionally upsetting activities too close to bedtime. 
7. Frequent use of the bedroom for non-sleep-related activities (e.g. television watching, 

computer use) 
8. Allowing the bedroom to be too bright, too stuffy, too cluttered, too hot, too cold, or in some 

way not conducive to sleep. 
9. Performing activities demanding high levels of concentration shortly before bed. 
10. Allowing mental activities, such as thinking, planning, reminiscing, etc. to occur in bed. 

What can you do about it? 
 
Review the two lists above and pick out the things that seem to be most relevant to you 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Tips for better sleep 
 

• When possible, sleep as much as needed to feel refreshed and healthy during the following 
day, but not more. 
 

• Regularise bedtime: go to bed and get up at the same time every day, even at weekends! 
 
• Develop a wind-down routine 

o Just like you would with kids, spend an hour or so slowing down and winding down 
before you go to bed. Take a bath, read a book, do some meditation-anything that 
allows you to relax. Avoid watching TV or using computer devices/phones immediately 
before bed as while it might ‘feel’ relaxing, they are actually quite stimulating for your 
brain, and can prevent the release of sleep-inducing melatonin 

o Avoid stressful conversations or activities late in the evening 
 

• Take a steady daily amount of exercise. Exercise early in the day, or in the late afternoon / early 
evening. Exercise helps to regulate your hormones and body temperature and therefore can 
help your sleep-wake cycle. But avoid exercising late in the evening as this may be too 
stimulating 
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• Try to optimise your bedroom to make it conducive for sleep. De-clutter it, keep it at a slightly 
cooler temperature than other rooms, ensure it is well ventilated and work on sound proofing 
where necessary. Avoid having a TV in your bedroom and make it a device free zone. 
 

• Comfortable beds and pillows are important but there are no set rules here- just find some that 
you find comfortable 

 
• Hunger may disturb sleep. A light bedtime snack (especially a warm drink) seems to help many 

individuals sleep. Avoid coffee, alcohol, and nicotine, particularly later in the evening. Alcohol 
may initially help going to sleep but is associated with more waking during the night. 

 
 
What to do if you wake during the night: 

• Avoid clock watching: getting frustrated about the time and being awake is usually counter-
productive 
 

• Rather than trying harder and harder to fall asleep during a poor night, switching on the light 
and doing something else may be helpful 

o Try activities that are relaxing and/or monotonous such as reading, routine 
housework/tasks, making to-do or shopping lists, organising your photos 

 
Stress busters 
Stress can stop us falling asleep, cause us to wake during the night and prevent us returning to sleep. 
Whilst we can’t avoid life’s stresses, we can adjust our responses to them to reduce their impact.  
 
Some things you could try: 

• Gentle exercise. Regular exercise helps to reduce stress. If exercising late in the evening, keep it 
really gentle. 
 

• Meditation or gentle breath work- try a guided body scan or imagery if you struggle with this 
(see apps below) 
 

• Journaling: many people find writing down their day’s worries useful. It seems to help diffuse 
the emotional weight of the worries. It can also help to write down the best outcome possible 
associated with the worry.  

 
• Avoid stressful conversations late in the evening. Wait until morning to check your work emails. 

 
 
Further reading and resources 
Apps 

• CBT- iCoach   A great informative app with tools to help winding down and develop better sleep habits 
• Mindfulness Coach 
• Smiling Mind- meditation app 

Online course 
• SHUTi CBT online programme for sleep:  http://www.myshuti.com/ 

 

Additional reading 
https://theconversation.com/chemical-messengers-how-hormones-help-us-sleep-44983 
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