
Common sleep 
stealers and how 
to beat insomnia



Difficulty getting to sleep, staying asleep and vivid dreams have 
all been reported throughout the pandemic. Yet problems with 
sleep aren’t just reserved for times of global upheaval. 

According to The Sleep Council, almost one in three UK adults 
sleep poorly most nights, while 12 per cent say they regularly get 
less than five hours of sleep . What’s more, Willis Towers Watson 
research revealed more than a third of workers struggle to get a 
good night’s sleep due to their job. 

Sleep deprivation can seriously affect our wellbeing. Physically, 
a lack of sleep has been linked to an increased risk of stroke 
and heart attacks, as well as obesity. Mentally, poor cognitive 
function can ensue after just one night without sleep, with one 
study suggesting that 17 to 19 hours of staying awake has the 
same effect on performing cognitive tasks as having too much to 
drink . Anxiety, paranoia and hallucinations can also kick in after 
a period of time.

The importance of getting a good night of solid rest should not 
be underestimated. Here, we look at four of the main triggers 
for poor sleep and share our top tips for beating insomnia and 
getting a better night’s sleep. 

2020 was a difficult time for 
most. The stress of dealing 
with COVID and its impact on 
our lives not only affected our 
waking hours but our shut-eye 
too. 
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SLEEP
STOPPERS

THE KEY
CULPRITS Not enough or too much light

With many of us working indoors, whether at home or in an office, we can often miss out 
on getting enough natural light. Add this to too much screen usage in the evenings and 
you have a recipe for a sleep disaster. 

Humans have a 24-hour internal body clock – a circadian rhythm – that helps regulate 
some of the internal bodily functions, including when to be awake and when to sleep. 

This body clocks uses light to adjust, essentially synchronizing our sleep cycle with 
sunrise and sunset. During the day, exposure to sunlight – a key source of blue light 
which makes us feel alert – is beneficial, yet too much light exposure in the evening 
can throw a person’s circadian rhythm out of whack, resulting in the counting of sheep 
at 4am. This is due to light suppressing the secretion of melatonin – the hormone that 
enables the body to know when it is time to fall asleep. 

An ‘always on’ culture makes it tricky for people to switch off and stay away from screens 
– another blue light source - in the evening. In fact, according to Deloitte, one in three UK 
adults - and half of 18-to-24 year-olds - check their phones in the middle of the night. 

Not enough light during the day also plays a part in sleep prevention. One study found 
that workers who got a large amount of daylight during the day slept better the  
following night, while those who were exposed to bright morning light between 8am  
and 12pm took an average of 18 minutes to fall asleep, compared to 45 minutes in  
the low light exposure group. 
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 STEPS TO TAKE:
    During the day, try to sit 
near a window if possible 

    Take regular breaks outside 
– on a sunny day, sunlight 
can be 250 times brighter 
than office lighting 

    Avoid using screens at 
least an hour before bed. 
If you do need to check 
your phone, use night mode 
which softens the blue light 
and also makes it less of a 
strain on the eyes 

    Remove phones or tablets 
from the bedroom at 
bedtime. This will help you 
resist the urge to check your 
phone when notifications or 
messages ping in



SLEEP
STOPPERS

THE KEY
CULPRITS Alcohol

After a long day at work, many Brits turn to alcohol to help unwind and 
destress. Yet drinking before bed can cause a night of broken sleep. 

Due to its sedative properties, alcohol does help us drift off quicker – 
perhaps why one in five of us use it to aid sleep  - but it doesn’t help us 
stay in the land of nod. 

Alcohol can make us spend more time in the deep sleep phases of our 
sleep cycle and less time in the REM stages – the most satisfying type of 
sleep. This can lead us to feeling tired and sluggish the next day. 

What’s more, alcohol is a diuretic, meaning toilet trips are more frequent, 
causing a night of broken sleep. This then in turn can result in dehydration, 
leading to sleep-preventing headaches.
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 STEPS TO TAKE:
   Try to avoid alcohol just before bed. On average, it takes one hour to 
metabolise one unit of alcohol  so if you plan on having a tipple, have it earlier in the night

   Want to destress? Try chamomile 
tea, valerian tea or lemon balm tea instead, all known for their relaxation and sleep-inducing properties. 
Cherry juice also helps to trigger 
sleep, as cherries are naturally high in melatonin.  



SLEEP
STOPPERS

THE KEY
CULPRITS Diet
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Perhaps one of the most obvious culprits for a night of insomnia is 
caffeine. In fact, even one large shop-bought coffee in the afternoon 
has been found to knock an hour off a person’s sleep .

It also probably isn’t much of a surprise that sugar is also a well-known 
sleep stealer. 

Too much sugar during the day can overstimulate the body, giving you 
bucketloads of energy that keeps you awake throughout the night. The 
lack of sleep then causes a craving for sugar the next day, which then 
again causes another night of poor sleep – a vicious cycle that could 
be difficult to break.

Spicy food may also be preventing you from getting a night of decent 
shut-eye. Not only can it cause indigestion and heartburn, but an 
active ingredient in chili peppers – capsaicin – can apparently raise the 
internal body temperature and cause a restless night. 

 STEPS TO TAKE:
    Don’t go to bed on a full stomach – try eating dinner at least two to four hours before you go to sleep
      If you have no choice but to eat late, avoid the key sleep stoppers. Instead, choose food high in tryptophan or magnesium, such as turkey and almonds, or even kiwis, with those who regularly eat the fruit before bed falling asleep 42 per cent faster 

    Have a protein-filled breakfast. This will help stop you from reaching for sugary foods and caffeine during the day when your blood sugar levels drop and ultimately help you to get to sleep better in the evening 



SLEEP
STOPPERS

THE KEY
CULPRITS Stress and anxiety 
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From worrying about job security and childcare to being anxious 
about loved ones, it is perhaps unsurprising that the number of 
Brits suffering from anxiety-related sleep problems rose from one 
in six to one in four during the first lockdown .  

Cortisol, a hormone responsible for our ‘fight or flight’ response, 
plays an important role in our sleep-wake cycles – rising during 
the second half of a night’s sleep, peaking during the day, then 
dropping gradually until around bedtime. This then allows other 
hormones, including melatonin, to kick in and bring about sleep. 

When stressed or anxious, an excess amount of cortisol is 
produced, causing the body to feel on high alert. If this happens 
in the evening, you could be facing a struggle to drift off or an 
inability to reach deep sleep.   

What’s more, lack of sleep can cause an overproduction of 
cortisol, leading to higher stress levels – once again, trapping the 
person in a vicious sleep-preventing cycle. 

 STEPS TO TAKE:
    Exercise can help lower our cortisol levels, however it is most beneficial in reducing levels if done on a regular basis . Exercise also releases serotonin, dopamine and oxytocin, all of which can help make you feel happy

    Try meditation. According to one study, just 25 minutes of mindfulness over three consecutive days is enough to ease stress levels  
       Take some ‘me time’ and prioritise self-care. Working from home enables an ‘always on’ culture and can lead to the blurring of our work and personal lives, making people feel overwhelmed and stressed. Make sure to take time to relax to ensure a healthy work/life balance
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