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Introduction

Why Bother Sleeping (Much) –
and Where to Begin

Everything about our day feeds into our night, dictating
the quality of our sleep, which controls the quality
of tomorrow.

We used to sleep on the ground, sometimes on straw, and had all kinds of rituals at night to make sure that we were safe from thieves, fires, disease and demons, and that we were bug-free. So if our distant ancestors could see us now, snuggled down in our deluxe nests, they might well ask, ‘Why on earth can’t you sleep well?’

If only sleep was that simple, but for millions of us across the globe it isn’t. The fear and discomfort of old have been replaced by the stress and over-stimulation of modern life, which can make it hard for us to switch off at night, or to stay asleep. The artificial light that surrounds us is disconnecting us from night and day and our natural sleep–wake cycle, and unwanted sleep patterns can quickly become habitual, tenacious and resistant to change.

Comfy bed or not, I could never take sleep for granted. My problem was that I couldn’t always get to sleep that easily. Instead I would often lie awake half the night, my mind buzzing, increasingly wired and anxious, waiting for sleep to show up, and then be groggy in the morning when the alarm went off.

It can be less gruelling to wing life on too little sleep when you’re younger, of course, especially if you don’t have children, which I didn’t in my twenties or for most of my thirties. Also, my life as a journalist was never a nine-to-five set-up, so it was flexible enough for me to get by. And although I can remember the knot in my stomach and the rising anxiety, the more strained with exhaustion I became at 2am or 3am, knowing that I had to get up for work just a few hours later, it was only occasionally very bad – besides, I had sleeping pills within reach as a last resort. Not that pills were any match for a good night’s sleep, of course. They left me feeling leaden and metallic inside come morning, but having a few hours’ sleep was better than nothing.

Unfortunately, sleep, or the lack of it, affects everything about our day: how much energy we have; how cognitively sharp we are; our emotions; our outlook; and our short-term and long-term health, which I wasn’t particularly aware of at the time.

And although the on–off sleeplessness I’d lived with for a couple of decades was manageable to a point, after I had three children it became a nightly and unmanageable ordeal. It’s not just having children that can snap and scatter your sleep–wake cycle, obviously, but for me this was when things began to fragment seriously. This is hardly surprising given the fractured routines and sleep deprivation that go with the territory of being a parent, but this was not something I had really considered or was in any way prepared for. It just became my norm. First my daughter came along, when I was in my thirties, which made sleep that much harder, and then, less than two years later, what was left of my sleep pattern fell apart when I had twin sons.

Looking back, what really stands out is how debilitating it was. Life seemed overwhelming at times, and my resilience was very up and down. My immune system was clearly shot, too, given the frequent colds, spells of flu and a virus that lingered for months. The lack of energy could be depressing. And the hours spent wide awake in bed were predictable and annoying, to say the least. But then, thankfully, a light went on.

The wisdom of the great-greats

It was early autumn, the nights were closing in and I was reading a book called So Built We the Wall, written by my great-great uncle, Richard Waters, a pioneer in cognitive therapy and the far-reaching effect thoughts and words can have on our emotions, behaviour and health. I came across his section on insomnia, which inspired me to fix my broken sleep and write this book.

Dick, or Uncle Dick as he was known by friends and family, was a strong, sociable, pipe-smoking character at the heart of the Roaring Twenties. He was also a protégé of the cognitive-therapy poster boy and celebrity guru, Émile Coué – the French pharmacist who coined the catchphrase, ‘Every day, and in every respect, I’m getting better and better,’ which sparked a global re-think by introducing what was considered back then to be a revolutionary concept centred on self-help and the ability of suggestion to heal. I’d always been vaguely interested in what they both stood for, having grown up with Coué’s mantra bouncing around inside my head. But was there anything in those once zeitgeist theories, I wondered? And could they help me to sleep better?

My sleep was worse than ever that autumn, which is why the insomnia segment jumped out at me. Not that I saw myself as ‘An Insomniac’ with a problem that could be sorted, but rather as someone who would head to bed after a busy day, more than ready for sleep, but then just lie there for hours and hours and hours, unable to drift off. Night after night. And then be shattered during the day.

What had really been getting me down in recent years was that even when I did get enough sleep, from going to bed ridiculously early or playing catch-up with a lie-in, I still woke up feeling exhausted, weak and hollow. If you had offered me another night’s sleep, back-to-back, I’d have said, ‘Thank you very much’ and gone straight back to bed.

There were times when I just hit a wall, burnt out to my core and too weak to do anything except collapse in bed for a day to recharge. Somehow, I hadn’t made the connection between all this and the lack of quality sleep I was getting before reading my uncle’s book and then delving deeper. The symptoms seemed too extreme, in my defence, although they seem obvious now. And sleep is often underrated. Apart from having my prescription sleeping pills for emergencies, my eye shades, ear plugs and some lavender oil to occasionally sprinkle on my pillow, I just carried on, while sporadically demanding that my doctor run tests for deficiencies and conditions that didn’t exist.

Coming across that section on insomnia, however, changed everything – in an instant. My symptoms were not the result of some illness, as I sometimes thought, or the full-on demands of family life, which one doctor had suggested, but the fallout from second-rate sleep that was not doing its job of repairing or energising me to set me up for the day. Officially, I was a chronic insomniac.

Tune out? Or tune in?

When I knew Uncle Dick, he was a warm and gregarious elderly man, with lots of anecdotes to tell, and he still looked after a handful of patients well into his eighties. Having separated from his first wife and lost both his second wife and his son, he was living in a garden flat in Notting Hill, west London, with a bad-tempered African grey parrot that rarely stayed in its cage.

I remember his parrot dive-bombing a childhood friend of mine as she made her way down my uncle’s hallway, swooping so low it skimmed her hair and made her shriek, and how it would rush out from its favourite hiding place under a cabinet to peck at my ankles when in a fractious mood.

As a young man, Waters (I’ll give him his proper name from now on – it sounds so much more professional than Uncle Dick) was adventurous and fearless, throwing himself into the speed of luge racing while studying at Heidelberg University in Germany. Later, as a professional in London, he wore suits made in Savile Row, hung out at dinner parties and in London pubs, such as the Bunch of Grapes in Knightsbridge, and in the private club-cum-Victorian music hall, the Players’ Theatre, which was tucked away in one of the railway arches near Embankment station. He walked with a stick, due to a slight limp that was the result of blood poisoning in childhood, and he spoke with a distinct Dublin–Irish accent, despite living in England for most of his adult life.

We all carry the people we’ve been close to inside us, no matter whether they are alive or not, which is why, no doubt, I was drawn to Waters’ book, in a bid to understand him and what he believed in that little bit more. All his books, and Coué’s, had been on my shelves for years, and I have many letters from Coué to my uncle and from Coué’s wife, Lucie, who kept in touch after his death, plus Waters’ huge leather-bound patient book that details a few of his earlier cases in the opening pages, including letters of thanks.

Waters wrote about sleep and the power of thoughts and words, suggesting that our thoughts affect our body’s pre-sleep prep, as does the decision ‘I am off to bed’. I thought this was a fascinating idea. But what I wanted to know was: where were we on this 100 years later? Did it hold up with what medics know today? And what had scientists since discovered about the whole world of sleep?

I therefore followed the Coué–Waters thread from then until now and I explored the latest science around sleep, interviewing relevant experts that I discovered along the way. And I tried out everything I learnt on myself: the habit science, light science, neuroscience, experimental psychology, clinical hypnosis, sleep suggestion, everyday sleep solutions . . . to see what impact any of it might have on my sleep, energy levels, general health and well-being.

By merging Coué’s and Waters’ theories with their 21st-century reincarnations and contemporary science, I came to understand sleep issues in a much wider, deeper context. I dismantled my chronic insomnia in the process and set up a strong sleep pattern that I hadn’t enjoyed since I was a young child.

Are you sitting comfortably?

Émile Coué discovered the power of words by chance, while working as a pharmacist. He could either hand out medicine to his customers and keep schtum, or he could explain how they worked and sing their praises. The latter would make them that much more effective, he found, thanks to the expectations he implanted in the minds of his clients triggering actual physical change –something that scientists have subsequently shown stands up to scrutiny. And if a customer still wasn’t doing too well, he would say, ‘What you need is some autosuggestion. Come for some this afternoon.’ The one-to-one suggestion sessions quickly grew into group sessions, and then to packed-out halls around the world. Because what Coué had come to realise was that, unlike contemporary hypnosis, which he dismissed as too vague, he didn’t need to put patients to sleep to get physiological results. Simply talking to them about how their condition could improve while they were wide awake worked just as well, by harnessing both the power of suggestion and the placebo effect. He later created his ‘every day’ mantra (Tous les jours, à tous points de vue, je vais de mieux en mieux) so that his method could reach a wider audience.

Coué’s feel-good message was a major hit, especially after the horrors of the First World War. Its mix of medicine, suggestion and hypnosis, and its novel self-help Big Idea, were new to society. In contrast to Sigmund Freud, who was working at this time, Coué took total control away from the therapist and put it squarely in the hands of the patient – a self-empowering approach that proved extremely popular with the public, and one he used to treat a wide range of ailments and disorders, including insomnia.

‘I am not a healer . . . I am not a magic maker,’ wrote Coué, modest as always, when responding to ecstatic praise from his legions of fans, ‘My part is to teach [people] what they can do to heal themselves, or at least to improve themselves . . . using an instrument which we use all our lives long without knowing it – I will say auto-suggestion.’ That is to say, to direct the voice inside your head to say things that work to improve your health, and to keep saying them until they cause real behavioural and physical change.

Waters’ twist on the Coué method took this one critical step further, arguing that by combining biology with suggestion (and in this case the biology and science of sleep), you can get even greater results through directing the conscious and the unconscious mind. And he was right. The clinical link between mind, brain, body, health and behaviour, including sleep, has since been proven, with this largely untapped area of medicine now being trumpeted as the next frontier, with ground-breaking discoveries in neuroscience to back it up.

Medics, dentists and scientists, who are at the forefront of research today, are using words – just words – to shift physiology, the emotions, body chemicals, mindset and behaviour. They are also using words to boost sleep, health, success, speed recovery, control pain, replace a sense of threat with opportunity and increase performance across the board.

Dr Karen Olness MD, from Cleveland Ohio, for example, had a 50-minute operation on one of her fingers using nothing but hypnosis and self-hypnosis (aka auto-suggestion/self-talk) to kill the pain, with everything filmed to show any incredulous colleagues the power that words alone can have. This was written up in the book that she co-wrote with Daniel P. Kohen, Hypnosis and Hypnotherapy with Children. A fake MRI scanner set up by a Canadian university team in 2017 to ‘treat’ young patients with ADHD achieved long-lasting, measurable results, because the patients were told that it would. While patients at Manchester University NHS Foundation Trust (MFT) are daily talked into a state of restful alertness (deep meditation) to treat extreme physical discomfort as well as sleep issues in a department where patients are given a brief biology lesson to guarantee that the doctors’ medical suggestions are effective.

Suggestion, conscious auto-suggestion, self-talk, clinical hypnosis, self-hypnosis, an idea that transforms into action, that voice inside your head – call it what you will. The latest scientific understanding of how this all works, and proof that harnessing it can get dramatic results, both neural and physical, means that we can benefit from giving ourselves helpful suggestions in relation to our sleep. By using Waters’ spin on the Coué Method alongside sleep science, we can, for example, learn how our sleep-inducing neurons stack up and our brainwaves slow down. We can then improve the quality of our sleep and go to sleep that much more quickly by taking direct action to control our sleep–wake cycle.

Doctor, doctor

Lord Curzon (1859–1925), British politician, art collector and a chronic insomniac, was one of Coué’s more high-profile patients and a vocal fan who wrote to the papers to publicise being saved from decades of insomnia by Coué. He also gave payback by introducing Coué to King Albert of Belgium, whom Coué visited several times, cementing the popularity of Couéism in Belgium. Later, when asked about his treatment of Curzon, Coué replied, ‘Lord Curzon continues to sleep like a babe.’

Now I would love to know what Coué said to both Curzon and the king, and I just wish that all pharmacists and doctors could have the time and the training to help everyone sleep more easily, especially as it’s been estimated that around 30 per cent of the problems that general practitioners face are directly, or indirectly, related to sleep problems. But the sad reality is that sleep is regularly overlooked or not dealt with in any depth.

Although it seems that sleep has always been a problem for some people, not just for the patients of Coué and Waters’ era but for different reasons over the centuries, today one of the main issues is that shaving hours off sleep to add on to the day has become typical in what is often a high-octane, high-speed society and a gig economy.

We’re kidding ourselves, however, if we think we can barrel through workload pressures, family life or social demands on a drip-feed of caffeine, high-sugar fuel and too little sleep. And why en masse are we not making the connection between this and our sub-standard days and deteriorating health?

Despite the statistics and fear-inducing headlines, sleep issues are said to be under-reported by patients, under-diagnosed or just not recognised as the cause of why people feel as bad as they do and are struggling to fire up or reach their full potential.

The problem is global. Just one in ten Brits talk to their doctor about the dire state of their sleep, despite 30 per cent taking medication to try to deal with it. Every two weeks, more than seven million American drivers nod off at the wheel. And 20 per cent of serious car accidents are put down to sleep deprivation. Up to 70 million Americans suffer from chronic sleep disorders. Around 60 million Chinese suffer from sleep disorders and 45 per cent of Australians say that too little sleep affects their day.

The elderly tend to suffer more than the young, women generally more than men, and low earners more than high earners.

I was one of those one-in-ten Brits who did drag myself round to see my doctor. I would be there one day for a top-up of sleeping pills, which I needed for those times when I was wide awake and increasingly anxious at 3am, or to deal with long-haul jet lag from West Coast America (where my in-laws live) that almost pushed me to the edge. On another day, at a separate appointment, I would be asking my doctor, ‘Why do I have no energy?’, ‘Why do I feel this bad?’, ‘Why am I always ill’, ‘Am I anaemic?’, ‘Do I have a thyroid problem?’. To which various doctors effectively gave a shrug (although various tests were carried out, just to check). But the strange thing is that none of us made the connection between my never-ending symptoms and my inadequate sleep.

The fact is, it doesn’t take that much to qualify as an insomniac. There is short-term acute insomnia, which can last for just days or weeks, and there’s chronic insomnia: if you have trouble sleeping three nights or more a week for three months plus, you officially fit the bill. Either way, this will, inevitably, impact your energy, moods, brain power, stress levels, immune system and more.

The problem with calling yourself an insomniac, however (even if your doctor agrees that you are one), rather than just someone who is having trouble sleeping well right now, is that it feels like a done deal: it’s part of your identity that you have to live with. Instead, you’re better off seeing it as an umbrella term that covers low-grade sleep in general, and as something that might affect you today but doesn’t have to tomorrow.

Insomnia is also classified by the American Academy of Sleep Medicine as a subjective disorder. In other words, it’s something that comes down to your personal perception of whether or not you have trouble with sleep and if this is having a damaging effect on your day. Perceptions, however, as we’ll see later, can be deconstructed and changed – for the better.

Even if you’re not an insomniac, the majority of us suffer from poor sleep at some point in our lives; some studies find that we all do. And it’s not just about the ideal number of hours we’re supposed to chalk up. If we want to wake up rested and sidestep the long-term health risks that come with sleep deprivation, we need to get seven to nine quality hours. This is all about quality over quantity, as some people bank a decent amount of sleep but still wake up feeling shattered before the day has begun, as I used to. And it’s little comfort that those who are officially insomniac often get more sleep than they realise, as they don’t feel it, and it certainly isn’t quality.

The why behind the how

Having started out with Waters’ thoughts on insomnia, the more I read, the more I saw how his method could be applied to so many scientific findings and so many aspects of our lives. I became increasingly aware of just how much control we can have over our bodies, emotions, habits and sleep quality (and more) – using suggestions backed up by science and knowledge, which all comes down to understanding what’s going on in our bodies and minds, and working with them – not against them.

Just knowing how habits take shape in the brain, and what we can do to make or break them, allows us to replace an unhelpful sleep pattern for one in which we sleep soundly, for example. Appreciating the effect of daylight and darkness on our health, body chemicals and our sleep makes a very persuasive argument for why we should try to sync in with night and day as much as possible. It’s what humans are hard-wired to do. Reframing emotions, a form of suggestion, changes our outlook, our reality and our hormones, which all impact sleep. Reducing stress levels – one of the biggest sleep disrupters – with science-based tactics focused on the mind–body loop, again uses suggestion to boost our happy hormones, defuse stress and allow the sleep-inducing chemistry we need to take place. Even the relationship between diet and sleep is not just about when and what we eat, but also about how we eat.

Thanks to Coué and Waters and where they led, I paid more attention to my thoughts and their knock-on effect on my feelings and my sleep, became more aware of stress triggers and the sleep-blocking chemical cascades they set off, and for the first time ever I saw how emotions and reality perceptions could be deliberately changed to benefit my day (and my sleep). I used sleep-supporting suggestions during the day and more biology-based ones at night, to help set off the physiological changes needed for sleep. But I also removed the obstacles lying between myself and sleep and, having made the connection between sleep and our habitual behaviours, I looked at habit science and set up habit cues to create the sleep I was after.

After much research and experimentation, I ended up combining the suggestion and theories of Coué and Waters with 21st-century science, the biology of sleep and the latest in sleep science. This seemed to me to be the only way to understand fully the sleep–wake cycle and, specifically, my sleep–wake cycle, and how my habits, mindset, timetable, emotions, body chemicals, stress, and so on, supported or interfered with that. After all, if we don’t understand what’s stopping us – personally – from getting the sleep we need, we can’t make the changes needed for us to get a good night’s sleep.

Sleep needs to be considered from every angle if we want to upgrade it, taking into account what’s happening externally to influence it, but also, crucially, what’s going on inside us, in both body and mind.

Your daily creation

One aspect of sleep that is generally overlooked, and which undermines any effort to improve the quality of our sleep, is the biological fact that from the moment we open our eyes in the morning , our sleep countdown is on, because the way we spend our day, hour by hour, directly impacts the quality of our sleep, which in turn controls the quality of our tomorrow.

Cues that help induce sleep build momentum throughout the day, while other cues throw it off course, but both come together to dictate the sleep that we will have later that night: the light/dark signals we surround ourselves with; how long we sleep; whether and when we nap; how much time we spend outdoors, or working, rushing around, stressed out, and at our screens; our daily habits; our body chemicals; and the suggestions we give ourselves.

The quality of our sleep is inseparably woven into our being and our day. It is a product of our biology, behaviour, environment and thoughts – not an add-on that comes out of nowhere as night moves in. And we can support our body’s natural, 24-hour sleep–wake rhythms – so that this night–day circle keeps turning effortlessly round and round – by becoming aware of the biology and science of sleep, and understanding, for example, our body’s craving for daylight and the darkness of night and what effect this has on us, or how we can change our body chemicals so that we’re able to settle into the rest-and-digest state we need to be in to sleep.

Sleep 360

The idea of combining self-talk with the biology and science of sleep might seem strange and unfamiliar, particularly if you’re used to experimenting with more standard strategies to help with your sleep, such as decluttering your bedroom, drenching your mornings in sunlight or spraying sleep concoctions into the air at night. This was where I started, too, but what became clear to me early on was that, taken in isolation, the vast majority of sleep methods and top tips out there barely scratch the surface, because there is no quick-fix solution that can rescue our sleep. Even if we throw a handful of strategies and sleep-friendly treats in the direction of our bedroom, they’re not going to do that much if we’re not looking at the problem from every angle: considering all the causes, not just the symptoms, and recognising that everything about our day feeds into our night.

That’s not to say that the decluttering and early morning walks are a waste of energy, as far as your sleep is concerned. Far from it, as I learnt first hand. It’s just that all sleep tactics have to be part of a bigger, 360-degree picture, where knowledge and suggestion are key if they’re going to have any significant, ongoing effect.

This is where this book comes in. We’ll be looking at how those more familiar sleep solutions can be used in a new context for long-lasting results, underpinned by the latest understanding of the science and biology of sleep and how to tailor these tactics to your own personal situation. When it comes to sorting out sleep issues, generic solutions can be far too limited. Understanding the why behind sleep science and other relevant areas of science in relation to your body and your individual sleep–wake pattern is all important.

Do you know why your sleep–wake cycle is in chaos, for example? How to get the body chemicals you need for an excellent night’s sleep? What it takes to break a negative sleep habit? What is keeping you awake at night, or waking you up too early? What is the flip-flop sleep switch and how to activate it? How suggestion can help you sleep? What you can do to get sleep-sabotaging stress chemicals down?

My method looks at sleep in a very different light from usual, but it will help you to understand your sleep patterns in relation to your body, life and mind, and what’s going on around you. It focuses on how easily bad sleep habits can become entrenched, and how words can dramatically spike our stress chemicals, which can ruin our sleep. More importantly, it reveals: how biology-based suggestions can reinforce the sleep we need; how we can create desirable sleep habits that last, based on knowing what is going on in our brain; and how our body intuitively tracks the rising and setting of the sun, and why we need to facilitate this. Plus, I’ve brought together a diverse range of tried-and-tested, science-based tactics that we can use to alter our chemical balance to help carry us off to sleep. All of this gets to the very core of what sleep is about, creating a unique sleep method that is properly effective.

We’ll delve into the world of clinical hypnosis, to see how day-to-day self-talk can change our physiology and our sleep. We’ll run through the basics of sleep biology so that you’re aware of what’s going on in your body in relation to sleep, and the far-reaching control you can have over this. We will look at light science and how you can orchestrate the light you need in your day and night; how to create wanted, or dislodge unwanted, sleep habits; how to swap one emotion for another and why this will help you to sleep better; what the most effective stress-busters are that are backed up by science, and how they can drive our stress chemicals down and our well-being and sleep quality up; what are the right foods to eat for the best sleep possible, and when we should eat them; and we’ll see why women have a harder time with sleep, depending on where they live in the world, and what they can do about this – and more.

Understanding sleep in this way will allow you to have real control over your sleep, whether you just want to make it deeper and more restorative, or if you have a disruptive sleep issue that’s leaving you exhausted and far from your best – or if you’re suffering from chronic insomnia, as I was.

And if you’re still wondering why just talking to someone, or giving yourself a good talking to, is such a big deal, we’ll explore why, from a neuro-scientific perspective, it’s the key to cognitive therapy and clinical hypnosis, as well as the way it works to re-write your sleep habits. And we’ll discover why, if you can manage to get your brain’s attention in this way, changes to your physiology and the same old behaviour can take place.

As I discovered, combining this brain-game technique with sleep science, experimental psychology, habit-building, lining yourself up with the Earth’s daily rotation, practical DIY sleep tactics, emotion swaps and some basic biology can be really life-changing. Not only in terms of transforming the quality of sleep – the bedrock of life – but also when it comes to having a better handle on day-to-day life and for overall well-being.

After decades of not being able to sleep easily, going all the way back to my early teens, and far too many nights spent wired and wide awake, and far too many days exhausted, I’m finally able to sleep when I want, and to sleep well, so that when I wake up in the morning I feel rested with plenty of energy to meet the day. There are still some nights when my mind starts whirring as it used to, but not only can I see why this might be happening, I now also have a whole range of tools for dealing with this so that insomnia doesn’t step in.

There’s a reason Coué’s method had him hobnobbing with royalty, and Waters’ patients adored him to the end: they were on to something big 100 years ago. And although these two were just my starting point in all this, they made me look at sleep from a very different, 360-degree perspective, where I had to tune in to my mind and body, the bubble I live in, the world around me and the sleep I was getting, to make changes that were going to hit home and last.
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