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Using self-help tools 
 

The strategies/tools suggested in this booklet are evidence based methods of managing 
your wellbeing and reducing the effects the way that we feel has on our everyday life. We 
are all individuals, and may respond to situations in different ways, therefore not every tool 
will work for everyone. For example some people find meditation and reading really 
relaxing, whilst for others, doing another activity such as going to the gym might help them 
more. A helpful way of thinking about this could be to think “is my current method working 
for me?” If the answer is yes, then great, but if not, these strategies may be an alternative 
way that is more productive for you. Talk about this with your clinician if you are unsure. 

As with any skill, self-help can take time, practice, and often dedication to succeed in the 
future. Just like riding a bike, you won’t be able to ride it the first time you sit on one, and 
will probably have some falls along the journey! But with time, practice and exploration it is 
possible for everybody to improve their physical health, which will undoubtedly have a great 
impact on their emotional health and wellbeing.  

 

If you would like this booklet in a more accessible format, or, in another 
language, please contact communications@tavi-port.nhs.uk  
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Sleep and your emotional wellbeing 
 

In the UK, having problems with sleeping is very common. Approximately 1 in 5 adults have 
some difficulty with sleeping. It is well-known that sleep problems can be a key symptom of 
common mental health conditions such as anxiety or depression. What many people may 
not realise is that the reverse is also true - sleep disorders can actually cause emotional ill-
health. 

There have been many studies conducted which suggest that better sleep results in better 
mood. Sleep is an active process that results from change in the balance of major 
neurotransmitters in the brain such as serotonin and dopamine. These chemicals are also 
closely related to mood and other emotions. Therefore, to maintain a good mood, it is 
important to make sure that you are getting the right amount of sleep, and making sure that 
this sleep is of good quality. 

 

What is insomnia? 
 

Sleep problems are often referred to as insomnia. Sleep difficulties are particularly common 
in women, children, and those over 65. In fact, roughly half of people over 65 complain of 
suffering with sleep difficulties. To have trouble sleeping at some point in your life is quite 
common. Poor sleep can mean: 
 

• Not being able to get off to sleep 
• Waking up too early 
• Waking for long periods in the night 
• Not feeling refreshed after a night's sleep 

 

If you have poor sleep, you may be tired in the daytime, have reduced concentration, 
become irritable, or just not function well. 
 

How much sleep is normal? 
 

People can often become very distressed when they feel they are not getting a good 
night’s sleep, but it is important to remember that different people need different 
amounts of sleep. Some people function well and are not tired during the day with just 
three to four hours sleep a night, but most people need more than this. To need six to 
eight hours per night is average. Most people establish a pattern that is normal for them 
in their early adult life. However, as you become older, it is normal to sleep less. In fact, 
many people in their 70s sleep less than six hours per night.  
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Everyone is different. What is important is that the amount of sleep that you get should 
be sufficient for you, and that you usually feel refreshed and not sleepy during the 
daytime. Therefore, the strict medical definition of insomnia is  
“a combination of both dissatisfaction with sleep and a significant negative impact on 
daytime functioning. Dissatisfaction with sleep is further defined as difficulty initiating 
and/or maintaining sleep or non-restorative sleep, on at least three nights per week for 
at least 3 months, despite adequate opportunity to sleep”. (DSM-V-TR). 

The different stages of sleep 

People are not just either awake or asleep. Sleep has different stages, which vary from deep to 
light sleep. At least five different types of stages of sleep have been identified. Broadly, sleep 
has been divided into what is called REM (Rapid Eye Movement) and non-REM sleep. REM sleep 
occurs several times during the night and is where most dreaming is thought to take place. Non-
REM sleep is divided into four stages, each stage being a bit deeper. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
During the night whilst asleep, people move from stage to stage many times, and even wake 
up several times. On a typical night a young adult who sleeps well will spend about 5% 
feeling drowsy, 50% in Stage 2, 28% in deep sleep (3 or 4) and about 25% in REM sleep. 

As with the amount of sleep we require changes with age, so does the type of sleep we 
have. Insomnia is much more common in older people. Sleep in older people tends to be 
much lighter and broken, with more stage 1 and 2 sleep and more frequent wakening. For a 
typical person aged 70, deep sleep takes up less than 10% of the night’s sleep. Therefore an 
older person may report waking more times throughout the night. Although sleep in older 
people might therefore be shorter, more restless and more easily disturbed, it should still be 
refreshing. 

Other illnesses can disrupt sleep, such as menopausal hot flushes and urinary problems 
from infection or prostate disease causing night-time waking. 

It is important to remember that as we get older, not only does the amount and type of 
sleep we have change, but our pattern of sleep also changes. It becomes more likely that we 
drop off to sleep during the day, so our natural rhythm of sleep can be disturbed. 

 

Drowsiness Stage 1 & REM 

Sleep stage 2 

     
Deeper sleep Stage 3 

Deeper sleep Stage 4 
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What can cause poor sleep? 
Poor sleep may develop for no apparent reason. However, there are a number of possible 
causes which include the following:  
 
Concern about wakefulness  
You may feel that to wake in the night is not normal, and worry about getting back off to 
sleep. You may clock watch, and check the time each time you wake up. This may make you 
irritated or anxious, and you are more likely to remember the times of wakefulness. You 
may then have an impression of having a bad night's sleep, even when the total amount of 
time asleep was normal.  
 
Temporary problems  
Poor sleep is often temporary. This may be because of stress, a work or family problem, jet-
lag, a change of routine, a strange bed, etc. Poor sleep in these situations usually improves 
in time.  
 
Stress, anxiety or depression  
A common trigger for sleeping difficulties is stress and worry. Some people are particularly 
vulnerable because they are more likely to show a more extreme response to stress, such as 
people who are chronically ill or struggling with other difficult issues such as relationship 
problems.  
You may find it difficult to switch off your anxieties about work, home or personal problems. 
Also, poor sleep is sometimes due to depression. Other symptoms of depression include: 
low mood, lethargy, poor concentration, tearfulness, and persistent negative thoughts. 
Depression is common and treatment of depression or anxiety often results in improving 
the poor sleep too. Contact First Steps or consult with your GP if you suspect you may have 
an underlying mental health condition which is affecting the quality of your sleep.  
 
Sleep apnoea  
This sometimes occurs in people who snore, most commonly in obese people. In this 
condition the large airways narrow or collapse as you fall asleep. This not only causes 
snoring, but also reduces the amount of oxygen that gets to the lungs. This causes you to 
wake up to breathe properly. You may wake up many times each night which may result in 
daytime tiredness. Note: most people who snore do not have sleep apnoea, and do sleep 
well.  
 
Other illnesses  
Some illnesses can contribute in keeping people awake. For example, illness causing pain, 
leg cramps, breathlessness, indigestion, cough, itching, hot flushes, restless leg syndrome, 
etc. If other illnesses are causing you to have disturbed sleep, please consult with your GP 
for further advice.  
 
Going to the loo  
The need to go to the toilet occurs more in later life. About 60% of women and 75% of men 
get up to go to the toilet at least once in a night. Getting out of bed to go to the toilet isn’t a 
problem if you can get back to sleep afterwards, but can become problematic if this is 
something you are unable to do. 
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Stimulants  
These can interfere with sleep. There are three common culprits:  

• Alcohol - many people take an alcoholic drink to help sleep. Alcohol actually causes 
broken sleep which is often of poor quality, and early morning wakefulness.  

• Caffeine - this is in tea, coffee, some soft drinks such as cola, and even chocolate. It is 
also in some painkiller tablets and other medicines (check the ingredients on the 
medicine packet). Caffeine is a stimulant and may cause poor sleep.  

• Nicotine, usually taken in from smoking cigarettes is also stimulant.  
 
Street drugs  
For example, ecstasy, cocaine and amphetamines can affect sleep as they can affect the 
normal balance of chemicals in the body.  
 
Prescribed medicines  
Some medicines sometimes interfere with sleep. For example, diuretics ('water tablets'), 
some antidepressants, steroids, beta-blockers, some slimming tablets, painkillers containing 
caffeine, and some cold remedies containing pseudoephedrine. Also, if you suddenly stop 
taking regular sleeping tablets or other sedative medicines, this can cause rebound poor 
sleep.  
 
Unrealistic expectations  
Some people just need less sleep than others. If your sleep pattern has not changed, and 
you do not feel sleepy during the day, then you are probably getting enough sleep. Older 
people and people who do little exercise tend to need less sleep. Some people think they 
should be able to nap during the day - and sleep eight hours at night! The amount of sleep 
you require is completely dependent on you as an individual. If you are trying to match the 
amount of sleep you have with your partner or someone else, it may be that you simply 
require less sleep and are setting yourself unrealistic expectations.  
 
A vicious cycle  
Whatever the initial cause, worry about poor sleep, and worry about feeling tired the next 
day, are common reasons for the problem to become worse. Once triggered, you may worry 
excessively about the effect that inadequate sleep will have on you and so strive excessively 
hard to get to sleep, take daytime naps or sleep in late which can disrupt your natural sleep 
rhythm. Many people also turn to medicines or alcohol in the belief that this will help, 
however most just induce unnatural patterns of sleep. A vicious cycle of poor sleep and 
stress is quickly set up and persists after the initial trigger has passed. .  
Insomnia contributes to excessive daytime tiredness, which in turn may be responsible for 
accidents, recurrent infections (inadequate sleep has been show to suppress the immune 
system), poor concentration, irritability, work and relationship problems and a general 
inability to cope. In children it may be linked to poor growth. 
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Treating insomnia 
Sleeping tablets may be prescribed for short-term use only, when a specific cause of 
insomnia has been identified, such as bereavement or jet lag.  
It is usually more helpful to address any underlying cause of the insomnia and attempt to 
restore a normal sleep pattern through changes in behaviour and lifestyle.  
Difficulties with sleeping can come from three main areas:  

• Our environment  
• Our behaviour  
• Our thoughts  

 
Environmental tips to improve your sleep  

• Make sure your room is not too hot or cold. Even small ups and downs in body 
temperature can lead to sleep disturbance  

• Make sure that the mattress you sleep on is comfortable  
• Sleeping in a strange place  
• Light may make it difficult to sleep. Make sure the room is dark enough before you 

go to bed and to ensure that the morning light does not wake you up too early. If 
you have a tendency to sleep too much, it may be helpful to allow the light to enter 
the bedroom in the morning however.  

• Noise during the night is a common source of sleep disturbance. It has been found 
that although people feel they have adjusted to the noise caused by traffic or planes, 
they actually wake more often and spend less time in deep sleep. If you can’t 
eliminate noise all together, try to shut out sound by having thick carpets or curtains, 
closing windows, or even wearing earplugs. Even if you think that you cannot sleep 
without a radio or television in the background, remember that this noise will disrupt 
your sleep during the night. Using a “white noise” to mask more intrusive noise can 
be helpful, such as low level sound that can be created by a fan, or the radio on a 
blank spot on the dial.  

 
Behavioural tips to improve your sleep  
 
Establish regular sleep behaviours  
Your body’s internal timekeepers need a certain level of predictability and establishing a 
regular sleep-wake pattern is very important. Getting up at the same time every day is 
probably the most important step you can take towards establishing a good sleep pattern, 
and the time you get up should not vary by more than one hour even across the weekends. 
If you are tired because of lack of sleep, try to regulate your sleep pattern by going to bed at 
the same time every day. If you go to bed earlier and earlier, it will only lead you to waking 
during the night.  
 
Limit bedroom activities and separate sleep from wakefulness  
Use your bedroom for sleep and sex only. Activities such as eating, watching TV and reading, 
solving problems or discussing issues with your partner may hinder your rest. Those 
activities also make you associate bed with wakefulness rather than drowsiness and sleep 
onset. If you have to do any of those things to unwind, set a time limit and make sure you 
do not do anything stimulating just before bed.  
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Don’t stay in bed when you are not asleep  
If you find yourself lying awake for long periods of time, you may find yourself getting 
anxious. It is better to get up and have a milky drink or do something relaxing than try to 
“force yourself to sleep”. Go back to bed only when you feel drowsy. If you return to bed 
and you still can’t sleep, repeat the process. Do this as often as necessary if you have not 
fallen asleep within 15 minutes of getting into bed. If you had a bad night, resist temptation 
to sleep the next day, as it will only make it harder to get off to sleep the next night.  
 
Take regular exercise  
This is probably the best cure for sleep difficulties. Getting rid of excess or nervous energy 
will automatically lead to heightened relaxation, as well as wearing you out. Avoid exercise 
late in the evening though.  
 
Avoid caffeine  
Caffeine is a stimulant. It will keep you awake even after very small doses. Drinking even 
three cups of coffee can have stimulating effects over eight hours later. 
 
Avoid alcoholic night caps  
Using alcohol as a sleep aid is extremely problematic. It may help you to get off to sleep 
easier, but you will almost certainly wake up during the night. When alcohol is metabolised, 
it acts like a stimulant that disrupts sleep during the later part of the night. The greater 
quantity of alcohol consumed, the greater the disruption.  
 
Practice sleep inducing behaviours  
Recent research has shown that the effect of cooling on the body, and particularly the brain, 
such as following a bath, shower or hair-washing, can induce sleep. Drinking a warm milky 
drink before bed, and using herbal remedies such as camomile and valerian, may help.  
 
Keep a sleep diary  
When complete you can look back and see what helps you sleep better and what doesn’t. If 
nothing worked, try something different. Remember, everyone is different, so what may 
work for somebody may not necessarily work for you. You must try different approaches to 
find out what works best for you. 
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Relaxation quadrant 
There are many different ways in which you can learn to relax. Relaxing does not necessarily 
need to be a strictly active process, it can also be passive. In addition, you can use exercises to 
relax you physically and mentally. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Active Passive 

Physical 

Mental 

Gym 

Dancing 

Playing a sport 

Getting a Massage 

Having a bath 

Gently strolling 

Doing crossword 
puzzles 

Drawing/painting 

Cooking 

 

 

Listening to music 

Watching a film 

Reading a book 
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 Sleep diary 
The date of day 1 ______________________________________________________ 

 Enter the weekday 
(Mon, Tues, Weds etc.) 

Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5 Day 6 Day 7 

1 What were you doing just before 
you went to bed? 

 
 

      

2 At what time did you go to bed last 
night? 

 
 

      

3 After settling down, how long did it 
take you to fall asleep? 

 
 

      

4 After falling asleep, how many times 
did you wake up at night? 

 
 

      

5 After falling asleep, for how long 
were you awake during the night in 
total? 

       

6 At what time did you finally wake 
up? 

       

7 At what time did you get up?  
 

      

8 How long did you spend in bed last 
night? (From first getting in to finally 
getting up?) 

       

9 How would you rate the quality of 
your sleep last night (1 being v. 
poor, 5 being v. good) 
1          2          3          4           5 
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Challenge your thinking  
 
Worry and rumination  
One of the most common causes of sleep disturbance is anxiety. Many people find it difficult 
to wind down when they climb into bed at night after a long day. Often this is the first 
chance they have to think about the things that are concerning them. People find 
themselves lying in bed worrying about their problems. The feeling of tension and arousal 
(which is normal when we worry) that accompanies these thoughts makes it more difficult 
to fall asleep. In depression, early morning awakening tends to be associated with endless 
streams of thoughts about all the things that have gone wrong.  
 
Putting the day to rest  
This is a very useful technique for thoughts that have to do with the past day and thoughts 
relating to planning for the following day. Set aside 20 minutes in the evening, and think 
about what has happened during the day, how things have gone, and how you feel about 
the kind of day it has been. Write down some of the points. Also create a “to do” list, and 
write down anything that may be troubling your mind, with small steps necessary to 
accomplish what you plan to do. Also, consider the things you are looking forward to in the 
next day. Write down anything you are unsure of to deal with another time and then close 
the book on the day. Look at your worries and try to think of the ways to resolve your 
problems. This will require you to make decisions which may be difficult to make. However, 
putting off stressful decisions only extends your anxiety and worry.  
 
Worrying about not sleeping  
Sometimes people begin to worry about their sleeplessness as well as their other problems. 
Worrying about not sleeping will keep you awake. Rather than put your focus of attention 
on worrying thoughts which will lead you to become more and more frustrated, try to put 
your attention on something restful. Tell yourself that worrying about it won’t help, and that 
you probably are getting enough sleep, just less than the amount you think you need. All 
you need is patience to change your brain’s bad habit and develop a new one.  
 
Give up trying to sleep  
Sometimes people can’t sleep because they’re trying too hard. Trying to fall asleep will in 
fact keep you awake and will lead to irritability when you don’t succeed. It is 
understandable that you want to sleep and then try to make it happen. Unlike other things 
in life, sleep is not something that we can make happen by sheer force of will. Sleep is 
something that “happens to you” when you relax enough. You can try to deal with this by 
giving up any effort of going to sleep and give up any concern about being awake.  
 
Learn to relax  
Using relaxation exercises enables you to relax your mind as well as your body. It works 
because it is a pretty good distraction technique, and helps you focus your mind away from 
intrusive and worrying thoughts. We can also use imagery techniques, which involve 
creating a mental picture, a kind of visual story in your head. 
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Relaxation exercise – deep breathing  
• Taking a deep breath at times of difficulty gives you time to  
• recompose yourself and gather your thoughts, whilst reducing your  
• physical symptoms  
• Irregular or erratic breathing is one of the first responses to severe  
• stress. Unfortunately, this may make you feel more panicky, as you  
• feel the need to gasp for air, which in turn makes you more anxious.  
• However, your breathing is easy to control  
• Your stomach muscles should rise and fall as you breathe  

- As you inhale your stomach moves out slightly  
- As you exhale your stomach moves in slightly  

• It will help to count as you breathe. Breathe in for three counts and out for four 
counts. Maintain a steady, comfortable rhythm and try to avoid holding your breath 
in between each count  

 
Relaxation exercise – visualisation  
This exercise is designed to help your mind to relax. If your mind is more relaxed, your 
body will also be able to relax, thus helping you to fall asleep.  
1. Sit or lie down in a comfortable position. Make sure that there are no external 
distractions around you (for example, noise, light or other disturbances).  

2. Concentrate on your breathing. Aim to breathe in to your stomach rather than from your 
chest. Breathing from your chest causes you to breathe in shallowly. Try and breathe in for 
three counts and breathe out for four counts. Concentrate on your breathing for a minute.  

3. Imagine you are walking down three steps. Take in a breath for every one of these steps. 
At the bottom of the steps there is a door.  

4. Walk through the door. You are in a place that makes you feel comfortable, free and 
happy. This can be a happy memory, a favourite room in your home, or anything else that 
feels relaxing.  

5. Spend time in this environment for five minutes. What can you see? What can you feel? 
What can you smell? What can you hear?  

6. When you are ready, make your way back out of this calm place, towards the door. Open 
the door and walk back up the three steps.  
 
Relaxation exercise – muscle relaxation  
 
This exercise is designed to help your body relax. As you concentrate on the tension 
disappearing away from your body, your mind will be able to relax, thus helping you to sleep 
better.  
 
1. Follow the first two steps from the above visualisation exercise.  

2. Try to feel completely relaxed. Imagine your muscles getting heavier and heavier, sinking 
in to the ground underneath you. Your body should be feeling heavy, and your breathing 
slow, deep and controlled.  
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3. Concentrate on your toes. Curl your toes up towards you, hold this for five to ten seconds 
and relax.  

4. Now you will tense your feet, hold this for five to ten seconds and relax.  

5. Move to your ankles. Tense your ankles for five to ten seconds and relax.  

6. Carry on doing this exercise for all of your muscles, slowly moving your way up your body 
until you reach your forehead.  

7. After you have reached your forehead, concentrate on your breathing, and for every 
breath you take, your body is sinking slowly more into the ground. Concentrate on the parts 
of your body are touching the ground.  
 
If any of these exercises cause you discomfort, stop immediately and consult your GP for 
further advice. 
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Further resources 
 

Tavistock and Portman’s Living Well Service 

Advice and information on where to get further support to help and improve your physical 
health 

https://tavistockandportman.nhs.uk/care-and-treatment/treatments/physical-health/  

email: physicalhealthlead@tavi-port.nhs.uk  

 

Headspace 

Online mindfulness course and app 

www.headspace.com 

 

Calm 

Online mindfulness guided meditation 

www.calm.com  

 

Free mindfulness resources 

www.getselfhelp.co.uk/mindfulness 

www.freemindfulness.org/download 

 

Please also talk to your clinician at the Trust for further advice and information on 
mindfulness. 

 

 

https://tavistockandportman.nhs.uk/care-and-treatment/treatments/physical-health/
mailto:physicalhealthlead@tavi-port.nhs.uk
http://www.headspace.com/
http://www.calm.com/
http://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/mindfulness
http://www.freemindfulness.org/download
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