
WE have all known the misery of a night toss ing and turn ing in bed, as panic mounts over
how we’ll cope with the exhaus tion the next day. But help is at hand from an unex pec ted
source: your inner cave man.
Through in-depth research into the night time habits of our pre his toric ancest ors, psy cho -
lo gist and sleep sci ent ist Dr Mer ijn van de Laar, author of How to Sleep Like a Cave man:
Ancient Wis dom for a Bet ter Night’s Rest, has helped thou sands of insom ni acs redis cover
the joys of a good night’s sleep. And he can trans form your sleep ing habits in just 21 days.
Mod ern sleep habits have been under mined by tech no logy, arti fi cial light ing, and indoor
tem per at ure con trol. But our bod ies and minds haven’t evolved at the same pace as our
tech. We need to recon nect with our evol u tion ary ori gins.
Here, Dr van de Laar shares 12 steps for chan nel ling your inner cave man and devel op ing a
gamechan ging sleep routine.
1. Don’t believe the sleep myths
It’s often said that insom nia or sleep ing prob lems lead to phys ical health prob lems.
Sleep prob lems can mean sleep apnoea, sleep less ness or nar co lepsy but, if you look spe -
cific ally at insom nia, there’s little evid ence sleep less ness causes phys ical health prob lems.
Untreated insom nia might lead to depres sion and anxi ety dis orders but not phys ical prob -
lems.

THE WISDOM OF YOUR INNER CAVEMAN TO TRANSFORM YOUR SLEEP
AND BOOST YOUR MOOD.
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2. Let go of the eight-hour rule
A lot of people think eight hours is the magic num ber of hours’ sleep. Any less will give you
health prob lems. For a bad sleeper, that’s not reas sur ing and can hamper sleep.
But a 2021 study of 1.1 mil lion people showed an aver age sleep is between almost seven-
and-a-half hours and under six hours.
Exper i ment to identify your optimum sleep length.
3. Use a sleep diary
Record your per cep tion of how you slept every morn ing for three weeks to com pare how
you feel. Smart watches and apps are not recom men ded for insom ni acs who might focus
too much on improv ing sleep scores.
I’m asked a lot: “How much sleep do I need?” There’s such a lot of indi vidual vari ation. I
advise people to look at the second week of their hol i days. What time of day do you get
really sleepy, and what time do you wake up nat ur ally? That way, you can find your bio lo -
gical rhythm.
You have morn ing people, even ing people and everything in between, so this is about ask -
ing: “How much sleep do I need?”
The tim ing of sleep is also key. If you’re an even ing per son, some times it’s hard to wake
up. But you can influ ence your bio lo gical clock.
It’s very import ant for even ing people to get enough light in the morn ing. By “enough
light”, I mean 10,000 lux, which is com pared to being out side on a grey day. But in winter,
when it’s dark in the morn ing, you can use a light lamp of 10,000 lux to get going.
It makes no diff er ence if the light comes from nature or a lamp. But get ting out side means
you are mov ing, and exer cise has a pos it ive effect on sleep.
A walk of 20 to 30 minutes, while exposed to light, would be best. It doesn’t really mat ter
what time you get day light.
Also, lower the tem per at ure a little in the even ing. In the nat ural envir on ment, the tem -
per at ure usu ally cools down when it gets dark. It pre pares the body for sleep and you have
to be a little bit colder to sleep well.
4. Dis cover your sleep needs
For a lot of people, between six and eight hours is nor mal. But lots of factors influ ence how
you feel when you wake. In peri ods when you are stressed, you might sleep at night but, in
the morn ing, still feel tired. The tired ness people feel in the day is often not dir ectly asso -
ci ated with sleep.
Look at your day and how you use your energy. Work stress or social stress impact energy
levels, and sleep isn’t enough to com pensate.
Con sider day time factors that you might need to change to feel more ener gised. If you
exer cise, research shows that you feel less groggy the next morn ing. Eat ing carbs rather
than a pro tein-rich break fast, might also help you feel more ener gised.
Routine is very import ant, too. Some people shift their rhythm all the time and that can
make you more sleepy in the morn ing.
5. Rethink lying awake
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A lot of people think they have to sleep without inter rup tion but lying awake at night for
20% of the time is within the nor mal range. In indus tri al ised coun tries, we have higher
sleep pres sure because we have a shorter total bed time. If you’re in bed for eight hours
and sleep for six hours and 24 minutes, still within the nor mal
you’re range.
In tra di tional tribes, being awake at night was help ful because you could be alert to
dangers.
Some times, lying awake is import ant. When we are stressed, the body wants more con trol
and to know what is hap pen ing. So for people who are stressed or deal ing with depres sion,
lying awake is a nat ural thing. Influ ence this by short en ing your total bed time.
6. Less ‘bed time’ may be bet ter
Insom nia is not about lying awake but how you lie awake.
Sleep pres sure affects the need for sleep. It’s like sleep hun ger. Sleep pres sure builds, you
feel more sleepy, you fall asleep more quickly and tend to sleep with fewer inter rup tions.
Sleep i ness is diff er ent to tired ness, which is a lack of energy.
Short en ing total bed time gives the body more time to build up sleep pres sure.
People with insom nia are often in bed for a long time which can decrease sleep pres sure
and it makes them more awake dur ing the night. So it’s about cre at ing a situ ation where
people sleep more quickly instead of lying there try ing to sleep.
7. Focus on the reason for lying awake rather than not sleep ing
Many people ask: “Why am I not sleep ing?” But ask: “Why am I awake?” If you’re awake
and you’re not tense, it might not be a prob lem.
If you’re tense then ask your self what the under ly ing prob lem is and what you might need
to change in your life. Try ing to con trol your sleep cre ates ten sion and sleep gets fur ther
away, so try to relax and look at the thoughts that come up.
8. Reduce stress levels
Mind ful ness allows you to observe your thoughts with a little dis tance and that might be
very help ful.
If you’re stressed and don’t have the capa city for mind ful ness, get out of bed and do
something relax ing before going back to bed.
9.
Our bio lo gical clock – or cir ca dian clock – likes struc ture. If you change your rhythm every
day, it might make you more sleepy in the morn ing.
If even ing people have to get up at 6am and then at the week end they lie in bed until 11am,
they might have more prob lems dur ing the week. So in the morn ing, don’t shift your
rhythm by more than 60 to 90minutes before you get up.
Keep reg u lar bed times 10. Fol low the rules of nature
Recon nect with nature, seek ing out nat ural light dur ing the day and using less arti fi cial
light in the even ing. Exer cise and walk, prefer ably in nature. Even think ing about nature
can help you to relax.
11.
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Once you have a bet ter under stand ing of your nat ural cir ca dian rhythm, fol low it as closely
as pos sible. Skip the 6am exer cise class if it doesn’t fit your rhythm.
Respect your cir ca dian rhythm
12.
Sleep walk ing is treated eas ily by look ing at life style. Many sleep walk ers don’t give them -
selves enough time to sleep, and sleep depriva tion leads to more sleep walk ing.
A rhythm is very import ant, as are redu cing stress and avoid ing alco hol or stim u lants.
Alco hol is not good for any one’s sleep but prob lems usu ally occur when you drink more
than two units dur ing the even ing.
Don’t tempt night-time ghosts
How to Sleep Like a Cave man: Ancient Wis dom for a Bet ter Night’s Rest by Mer ijn van de
Laar (Wil liam Collins, £20)
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