
Although we spend roughly a third of our lives doing it, sleep can often feel elu sive.
Accord ing to the Cen ters for Dis ease Con trol and Pre ven tion (CDC), one in three Amer ic ans
sleep less than the recom men ded seven to nine hours a night. In the UK, a 2020 YouGov
poll found that 18% of Brits sleep less than six hours a day, an amount experts described as
“insu�  cient and unhealthy”.

This short fall has ser i ous health con sequences. As Dr Alaina Tiani, a clin ical health psy -
cho lo gist and asso ciate sta� mem ber in beha vi oral sleep medi cine at the Clev e land Clinic
sleep dis orders cen ter explains, poor sleep has been asso ci ated with a decreased abil ity to
focus, worse con cen tra tion, memory impair ments, feel ing depressed and irrit able, as well
as a num ber of phys ical ail ments includ ing a worsened immune sys tem and dis rup tion in
hor mone func tion ing.
Some of this is out of people’s hands. “There are social factors that impact people’s sleep,”
says Dr Julio Fernan dez-Men d oza, a pro fessor of psy chi atry and beha vi oral health at Penn
State Col lege of Medi cine. People who live in neigh bor hoods with greater rates of viol ence
sleep more poorly, he explains, as do those who work mul tiple jobs, or who face greater
racial and gender dis crim in a tion. “Any social determ in ant of health impacts sleep,”
Fernan dez-Men d oza says.
However, there are some ele ments we can con trol. Below, we break down some of the most
com mon sleep mis takes and how to avoid them.
Mis take No 1: not know ing how much sleep you really need
“People tend to under es tim ate the amount of sleep they need,” says Dr Ken neth Lee, med -
ical dir ector of the Uni versity of Chicago’s Sleep Dis orders Cen ter.
For adults, experts gen er ally recom mend between seven and nine hours of sleep a night.
Still, this is a gen eral guideline and there is a lot of indi vidual vari ab il ity in sleep needs, Lee
says. Mar garet Thatcher was fam ously said to sleep only four hours a night, and the actor
Dakota John son once said she’s “not func tional” if she gets less than 10 hours of sleep a
night.
To check whether you’re get ting enough sleep, Lee sug gests pay ing atten tion to one’s
mood and per form ance. Are you irrit able? Hav ing a hard time focus ing on tasks? Nod ding
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o� dur ing the day? You prob ably would bene �t from a longer slum ber.
Mis take No 2: eat ing too much – or too little
There is a Goldilocks qual ity to sleep reg u la tion, par tic u larly when it comes to eat ing.
Eat ing too much too soon before bed can lead to dis com fort, indi ges tion and heart burn, all
of which dis rupt one’s abil ity to fall and stay asleep. Sim il arly, eat ing too little before bed
can cause one to feel hungry, which also dis rupts sleep.
Fernan dez-Men d oza explains that, much like our sleep cycles, our body’s hun ger tends to
fol low a daily rhythm as well. By eat ing three meals a day at roughly the same time each
day, we can bet ter man age our hun ger and our sleep.
Mis take No 3: screens before bed
One of the most com mon sleep mis takes people make is star ing into the glare of a screen
before bed. The blue light that smart phones, com puters or tele vi sions emit can boost
alert ness and thus “poten tially delay our sleep ini ti ation”, says Dr Patri cio Escal ante, a
pul mono log ist and sleep medi cine spe cial ist at the Mayo Clinic.
There is some debate over just how dis rupt ive blue light really is to sleep. But besides the
light itself, the con tent we con sume on screens tends to be overly stim u lat ing – like excit -
ing TV shows or your nemesis’ social media posts – which also makes it more di�  cult to
doze o�.
Mis take No 4: not wind ing down
Often, people don’t devote enough time to relax ing and unwind ing before bed, says
Fernan dez-Men d oza. After din ner, people might work more, do intense exer cise or social -
ize, “and then go straight to bed, as if our brain works like a TV that you can simply turn
o�”, he explains.
It’s help ful to have a relax ing routine at the end of the day, says Tiani. “It is import ant to
have at least 30 to 60 minutes to wind down and do something non-pro duct ive before
trans ition ing to your sleep time,” she says.
Escal ante recom mends writ ing down what you need to remem ber for the next day in order
to reduce worry and rumin a tion and then con sum ing “some bor ing con tent” that will help
you drift o�.
Mis take No 5: nap ping too much
Naps can be a great way to quickly rest and recharge dur ing the day. But only if they’re
quick. Nap for too long and you a�ect how much sleep your body needs at night, thus dis -
rupt ing your reg u lar sleep sched ule.
“Short en ing naps to half an hour is ideal,” says Escal ante.
Mis take No 6: spend ing too much time awake in bed
Win ston Churchill worked in bed. Mar cel Proust wrote much of In Search of Lost Time in
bed. Frida Kahlo painted in her bed. I occa sion ally order pizza from bed. And yet, des pite
these massive, bed-based accom plish ments, experts recom mend that we avoid using our
beds for any thing other than sleep and sex.
“The more time you spend in bed not sleep ing, the more your body gets used to that,” says
Lee.
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Even if you wake up in the middle of the night and struggle to fall back asleep, Lee sug gests
get ting out of bed and doing something relax ing and non stim u lat ing until you feel ready to
doze o� again. He men tions one patient of his who saves her laun dry to fold when she’s
hav ing a hard time fall ing asleep. “You’re really try ing to cre ate that asso ci ation of: bed
equals sleep,” he says.
Mis take No 7: not get ting enough sleep on weeknights
Many of us have skimped on sleep dur ing the week because we think we can make up for it
on the week end. But that’s not really how it works, says Fernan dez-Men d oza.
When you reg u larly get inad equate or dis rup ted sleep, “you accu mu late a sleep debt”, he
explains. While the occa sional nap or Sunday sleep-in may help, it’s unlikely to make up all
of it.
One 2022 paper in the journal Trends in Neur os cience found that, after one to two weeks of
sleep restric tion (mean ing less than seven hours of sleep) sub ject ive impair ments such as
sleep i ness and mood “typ ic ally nor mal ized with 1-2 nights of recov ery sleep”. Other func -
tions, includ ing vigil ance, remained in a de� cit even after two-three nights of recov ery
sleep.
Mis take No 8: keep ing an incon sist ent sleep sched ule
The more we vary when we go to sleep and wake up, the harder it is for one’s body to
adjust.
“Focus on keep ing a con sist ent wake time every morn ing,” says Tiani. Ideally, this wake
time is sim ilar on week ends and non-work days too.
Sleep ing in an hour or so on week ends will not totally throw o� your body’s routine. But if
you wake up two or more hours later than you usu ally do, you could inad vert ently give
your self what Fernan dez-Men d oza calls “social jet lag”.
“You feel the con sequences when, on Sunday night, you can not fall asleep,” he explains.
Mis take No 9: drink ing too much ca� eine and alco hol
Ca� eine and alco hol can both dis rupt sleep, says Escal ante. “Ca� eine takes eight hours to
meta bol ize,” he explains. That means that your 3pm pickme-up co� ee could still be keep -
ing you awake at 10pm.
And while alco hol can make you feel tired, it will not make for a deep sleep. One 2014 paper
found that the con sump tion of large amounts of alco hol before bed dis rup ted sleep cycles
and led to inter rup ted, poor qual ity sleep.
Mis take No 10: wor ry ing about sleep
If all of these tips feel over whelm ing, don’t let it stress you out. Ser i ously. As experts
explained, one of the worst things you can do for your sleep is to worry about it.
“It’s like a self-ful �lling proph ecy,” says Fernan dez-Men d oza. “If you spend the day wor -
ry ing that you’re going to sleep poorly, odds are that you will.”
So try to relax. And maybe fold some laun dry.
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