Dealing with insomnia

11 March 2007

You may remember that Dominic, a writer who is 73, and his daughter, who is in her twenties, have written in because they have problems sleeping. Hopefully, Dominic and Elaine will have kept the sleep diary I described last week to document their night-time habits and to see if there are obvious triggers to them not getting enough shut-eye. This week they might also want to put into action the three "sleep-well rules" I outlined last week. These consist of going to sleep and getting up at the same time every day, no matter how little sleep you have had; taking an hour to relax before bed; and, if you are still awake 30 minutes after lights out, to get up and do some low-stress activities before feeling sleepy again and getting back into bed. 
In my experience, however, following these three rules isn't always enough. So, to support them, there are a number of other things that you can do. 

Step 1: Unwind 

Exercise is essential to burn off the stress hormones linked to poor sleep, but avoid exercising in the hours before bed as it has a stimulating effect. To help you unwind, listen to a guided relaxation CD and learn simple yoga-style stretches or breathing exercises to help soothe your body and mind. Soaking in warm baths, listening to ambient music and a milky drink or camomile tea also relaxes tension away. 

Step 2: Challenge anxious thoughts 

Dominic describes being "obsessed with sleep" and, as he noted, this does not help his problem. Challenge unnecessary sleep anxiety by accepting it's normal to have a disturbed night every now and then, and that we probably get more sleep during sleepless nights than we realise. Remind yourself that there is no danger in losing a few nights' sleep - you won't get ill and your performance will not be impaired. Contrary to perceived wisdom, there is no such thing as an ideal number of hours to sleep. Different people need different amounts; some people need eight hours, some people can get by with three. Remind yourself that your body will eventually, quite naturally, take all the sleep it needs and that, as we get older, we will all need less anyway. 

Step 3: Cultivate 'sleep hygiene' 

This rather yucky expression really means sticking to a sensible night-time routine. For example, don't work in your bedroom and only use your bed for sleeping and sex. Which reminds me, most men fall asleep directly after orgasm, whereas some women's arousal levels remain high for hours afterwards and might impair their ability to sleep. For some, even reading in bed is too stimulating, so if this applies to you, don't bring a book to bed. Having a hot bedroom, watching TV, smoking or eating in bed are generally agreed as being rather "unhygienic" in sleep terms. If you are a worrier, write down all your worrying thoughts on a piece of paper before bedtime and leave them in another room. And tempting or not, don't take naps during the day and don't try to get more sleep by going to bed earlier. 

Step 4: Meditation counts 

If all these tips have failed you and you are still lying there unable to nod off, try to resist giving yourself a hard time about it. The more wound up you are about being unable to sleep, the more likely you will find yourself listening to the dawn chorus. Counting sheep doesn't work for me (something about those little woolly legs not quite being able to make it over the stile makes me worry). Instead, I lie with my eyes closed practising a breathing meditation. I listen to my breath for 10 counts, with one full in-breath and out-breath being a count of one. When I get to 10, I start again. Often I find that I have counted beyond 10, which helps me realise how full my mind is with racing thoughts after a busy day. Although I don't always fall asleep, I do find myself in a much more relaxed state. It is very soothing and it reminds me that, although I might not be asleep, at least I am doing something positive for my state of mind. 

