
  SLEEP 
 

Sleep difficulties affect at least 60% of the population and can be particularly problematic in chronic 
pain sufferers. Poor sleep can often lead to increased pain the following day which can then lead to less 
sleep the next night. The problem is often magnified by worrying about poor sleep. Rigid beliefs about 
sleep increase anxiety, making it even harder to get to sleep. For example, “I must get 8 hours sleep or 
my pain will be unbearable tomorrow”. Below are some sleep facts which may help to ease some of the 
worries that you have about sleep. 

 
• Sleep needs vary from person to person so you may not need as much sleep as someone else. 
• It is normal for adults to wake several times a night, if only for a minute or so. When insomniacs 

experience one of these normal awakenings their anxiety about 
being unable to get back to sleep prolongs the waking period. 

• Most of the restorative effects of a night’s sleep come during the first 
three to five hours when most deep sleep occurs. Research shows 
that insomniacs obtain this type of sleep every night despite 
believing they have obtained much less. 

• People usually begin sleeping less as they enter middle age. 
• Lighter sleep with more awakenings is normal in older adults and has no damaging effects on 

daytime functioning. 
 
Many people with sleep difficulties report that they can’t stop thinking/worrying at night, 
particularly about getting to sleep. For example, “It’s already 2am, I’ll never get to sleep!” The 
more they worry, the less likely they are to get to sleep due to the physical arousal of anxiety 
(heart racing, sweating, etc). People often then try to “quieten the mind” and when this doesn’t 
work, anxiety increases even further. Mindfulness techniques may help to ease this viscous cycle 
when these unhelpful thoughts arise. Mindfulness is about paying attention in a particular way — 
on purpose, in the present moment and non-judgmentally (Jon Kabat-Zinn). The aim is to 
recognise the unhelpful thoughts in the present moment without judgement and without trying to 
get rid of them. Try the following mindfulness exercise. It may be helpful to try it throughout your 
day as well. 

 
• Notice the contact that your body is making with the bed. Notice that the bed can fully 

support you and that you do not need to hold up any part of your body. 
• Draw your attention now to your breath. Notice as you breathe in and breathe out. Not trying 

to change the breath in anyway, just noticing it as it occurs naturally. 
• Stay with your breath for a few moments. If thoughts such as “I’m still not asleep” or “this will 

never work” arise, simply notice these thoughts without fighting them and gently return to the 
breath. It might help to count your breaths up to ten and then start again from one. 

 


