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We all need sleep  
 
Not sleeping well? You’re certainly not alone. One quarter of all adults and almost as many children have problems 
sleeping. These problems can range from a few poor nights which you quickly get over to ongoing problems, night 
after night which get worse rather than better. Not to forget snoring… 60% of men and 40% of women snore.  
 
Sleeping problems have been with us forever but its only in the last 25 years that we have come to realise the 
consequences of these problems that afflict so many.  
 
The two most common sleep complaints are not being able to get enough sleep (insomnia) and not getting 
refreshing or good quality sleep (a sleep disorder). So how do you know if you have a problem? What is normal?  
 
What is "normal" sleep? Although there is no simple answer to this, most people sleep between 7 and 9 hours each 
night. Different people may need different amounts of sleep but if you sleep less than 7 hours you are probably 
depriving yourself of adequate sleep. Sleep occurs in cycles which are about 90 minutes long. During each of these 
cycles you go though quiet sleep, a deeper sleep cycle and then a period of dreaming sleep. All of these 
components of sleep are important to feel refreshed. Everyone wakes up during the night, maybe 10-12 times but 
most of these awakenings are short and you don’t remember them. As you get older sleep becomes more broken 
up and naps in the day may contribute to your sleep need for the day.  
 
Are dreams important? Sleep experts have many theories about dreams, most of them suggest that dreams are a 
way of organising your daytime experiences. Everyone dreams but not everyone remembers dreams. This is very 
much an individual thing and although there is some evidence that a good night’s sleep and waking up naturally 
without an alarm clock may help, it is more likely just the way you are. In rare cases an injury to the brain, such as 
from a stroke, may reduce the amount of dreams. Certain kinds of antidepressant medication may also reduce the 
amount of REM sleep where most dreams occur but this is not considered harmful.  
 
Here is some general information about a couple of common sleeping problems.  
 
Insomnia  
 
About one in three people have trouble with insomnia at any time during a year but one in ten people have it on 
most nights. Insomnia can be difficulty falling asleep at the start of the night or difficulty going back to sleep in the 
middle of the night. Waking too early is also a form of insomnia. If you have insomnia there are a few simple things 
you should avoid and some things you can try.  
 
• Make sure your bedroom is right for sleeping. Dark, quiet, even temperature and a comfortable bed.  
• Establish a regular getting up and going to bed time. Try to keep to this schedule even at weekends.  
• Get into a bedtime habit, eg a glass of warm milk, a small snack for supper, read a book for a while – try to turn 

off the worries of the day and avoid stimulating activities.  
• Establish a regular exercise program, not before bedtime, preferably early in the day.  
• Try to spend some time outside in the sunlight early in the day as this helps to keep you body clock on time.  
• Avoid tea, coffee and caffeine drinks from midday onwards.  
• Drink alcohol in moderation and not late in the evening.  
• Avoid a heavy meal or spicy food late at night.  
• Avoid too much fluid if you wake up to go to the toilet. Restrict all fluid intake after your evening meal.  
• Turn your clock away from you - knowing the time and how long you’ve been awake never helps.  
• Don’t reward yourself for waking up. Don’t immediately pick up a book, turn on the radio or worse turn on the TV.  
• Consider getting up and going to another room if you really can’t go to sleep after about 30 minutes. Do 

something boring and don’t go back to bed till you’re tired. Keep the lights dim.  
• Don’t nap in the evening. Don’t expect to nap for 2 hours and then sleep for 8 more. You don’t need that much 

sleep.  
• Don’t sleep with pets or children. Its not good for them and it disturbs your sleep.  
• Don’t rely on sleeping tablets. After a couple of weeks they lose effectiveness and it’s a habit that’s hard to break. 

Bad sleep is often a habit. Try a few things, see what works and stick with it. Everyone is different. Above all, 
don't obsess about your sleep problems, one poor night's sleep is not a problem. Just return to your good sleep 
habits the next night.  

 



Snoring and Sleep Apnea  
 
Snoring is extremely common, with up to 60% of men and 40% of women snoring to some extent or on some 
nights. About 25% snore on most nights. Snoring can be a major social problem for many families. A snoring 
partner may be forced to sleep in a separate room. Snoring also deprives the sufferer and their partner of good 
sleep. Medically, there is evidence that snorers are more likely to suffer from cardiovascular disease, that is heart 
attack or stroke. Importantly, about 10% of snorers also suffer from sleep apnea, which can be a life threatening 
condition.  
 
What causes snoring?  
 
• Obesity: You gain weight on the inside as well as outside. Fat around the neck blocks airways and causes 

snoring.  
• A blocked nose creates a vacuum inside the throat, which may suck air passages closed.  
• Sleeping on your back may cause the tongue to fall backwards and partly block the airway.  
• Drinking alcohol and taking sleeping tablets causes muscle to relax and can make snoring worse.  
• Big tonsils and adenoids, particularly in children, are a common cause of snoring.  
• Allergies, hayfever and smoking may lead to narrowed nasal passages and aggravate snoring.  
 
What is sleep apnea?  
 
Sleep apnea (absence of breath) is like snoring but instead of being partly blocked the airway is completely 
blocked. This means that the lungs can’t get oxygen, the heart must pump harder and the only way you can break 
through the blockage is if your body signals you to wake up. This disrupts sleep and it can happen as many as 500 
times a night. Sometimes your bed partner will notice you stop breathing in your sleep or stop snoring for a while 
and then start with a big gasp. The person with sleep apnea is at risk of high blood pressure, heart attack and 
stroke and is often tired during the day. This can lead to problems with driving, at work and to family issues.  
 
As with snoring, being overweight, big tonsils, sleeping on your back and alcohol can make sleep apnea worse. In 
some people sleep apnea is the result of a small or narrow jaw which you may have inherited from your parents.  
 
What to do if you think you have a Sleep Problem  
 
You may not fix sleeping problems in one night, persevere with good sleep habits and sleep should get better. 
However, if despite good sleep habits you still have difficulty, then see your doctor as something else may be 
disturbing your sleep. All too often people see their doctor about their daytime ailments but don’t mention sleeping 
problems. Your doctor may be able to offer some advice and will certainly be able to refer you to a specialist sleep 
centre if he/she thinks you have a problem.  
 
If you can’t get to sleep, wake in the middle of the night, wake up too early in the morning and you’ve tried some of 
the things in this article…  
See Your Doctor  
 
If you snore, are tired in the daytime or your partner has seen you stop breathing during sleep…  
See Your Doctor  
 
If you feel that you are excessively tired during the day despite getting a reasonable night’s sleep…  
See Your Doctor  
 
Remember whatever your problem you’re not alone. The majority of people suffer sleeping problems at some time 
but if your problem persists don’t just ignore it. Good sleep is essential for good health and we should not take it for 
granted.  
 
 
DISCLAIMER -INFORMATION PROVIDED IN THIS ARTICLE IS  GENERAL IN CONTENT AND SHOULD NOT BE SEEN AS 
A SUBSTITUTE FOR PROFESSIONAL MEDICAL ADVICE. CONCE RNS OVER SLEEP OR OTHER MEDICAL CONDITIONS 
SHOULD BE DISCUSSED WITH YOUR FAMILY DOCTOR.  
 


