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It’s a familiar story. We settle down to sleep at night and then as soon as the TV is off and the lights 

are out, the mind wants to play! Without distractions, we start to think about everything that’s going 

on in our life, from tomorrow’s day at work, to how the kids are doing at school to when we’re ever 

going to get time to visit Aunt Judy who we haven’t seen since last Christmas. And worse, insomnia 

sufferers will likely be spending that time worrying about sleep. ‘Will I get enough sleep to function 

at work tomorrow?’ ‘What if I make a mistake because I’m tired?’ If I go to sleep right now, I’ll only 

have five hours’ sleep, that’s not enough’ This can make it extremely difficult to either fall asleep or 

return to sleep after we’ve been woken. If this sounds like you then this Quickguide contains some 

useful tips to help quiet the mind at night time and help you get a better night’s rest.  

  

Introduction 
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While a small amount of late night contemplation can be useful, when we are tired our emotions can 

get the better of us and can affect our thoughts and behaviours. This can lead to us following a train 

of thought through to an often-disastrous conclusion. For instance:  

• If I don’t get to sleep soon, I will be tired tomorrow 

• I may make a mistake at work 

• Colleagues will think I’m not good enough at my job 

• I may lose this job 

• I may end up losing my home and will feel like a failure 

Before you know it, you are lying in bed at night, wide awake worrying about something that almost 

certainly isn’t likely to happen, so it’s important that we address unhelpful thoughts, before they 

become catastrophic.   

You will find it useful to start writing out your thoughts. This provides clarity and has the affect of 

rationalising your thoughts, giving them greater clarity. Start by allocating a short period of time 

each day to write down what you are worried about. Spend no longer than 20 minutes writing down 

everything that comes to mind. These can then be separated out into categories of ‘real problems’ 

and ‘hypothetical problems’. 

For example, a real problem would be ‘I have lost my job and need to find a new one’, whereas a 

hypothetical worry is ‘what if I lose my job and have to find a new one?’. In terms of sleep, a real 

problem would be: ‘Right now, in this moment, I cannot get to sleep and I’m stressing about it?’ 

whereas the hypothetical equivalent would be: ‘what if I can’t sleep tonight?’ 

Once you have completed this exercise you can start to see how many of your worries have 

happened and how many you are just predicting may happen. For the real problems, make plans and 

try to fix them; for the hypothetical, just learn to acknowledge them and let them go. 

A little bit of anxiety is perfectly normal. It is a natural response to a threat and a reflex that has kept 

the human species going for a long time. The issue comes when anxiety arises over trivial or unlikely 

events. For instance, if you smell burning, it is natural (and helpful) that your body and mind will 

alert you to the danger and prepare itself to take action. If, however, you can’t drop off to sleep one 

night, your body doesn’t need to respond with the same fight or flight instinct.  

Categorising Your Thoughts 

Worry Time 
 

Identifying Unhelpful Thoughts 
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Luckily, there are physical symptoms surrounding anxiety that help us to identify when we’re having 

an unhelpful thought. The simplest way to identify an unhelpful thought is to ask yourself how you 

are feeling right now. Are you experiencing any of the physical symptoms, such as muscle tension or 

a churning stomach? If so, your current train of thought is not conducive to a good night’s sleep. 

Once you’ve identified that your current thoughts are unhelpful, the challenge is to switch them off, 

which is easier said than done. They key is to rationalise our thoughts as much as possible. Try to 

identify the source for your concern. For instance:   

• If I don’t get enough sleep tonight, I won’t enjoy the weekend 

• Il be snappy and irritable with the family 

• I will get depressed and anxious like I have been in the past and life will be really hard 

Now look at the situation honestly and realistically and ask yourself:  

• What is the evidence for my prediction? When you sleep badly are you always tired and 

irritable? What makes you unhappy, the tiredness or the feelings about being tired?  

• What is the evidence against my prediction? Have you slept badly before and still managed 

to enjoy yourself? 

• What is the most likely thing that will happen? 

• If the worst happened, would I still be able to cope? It wouldn’t be an enjoyable weekend 

but it takes more than just poor sleep to create depression and anxiety. Last time you were 

depressed what other things were going on as well as the poor sleep? 

• How else could I view the situation? We’ve looked at the extreme, but what else would 

happen? Do you sometimes sleep ok? By reading this information you ar taking positive 

steps to improve your sleep so maybe you will sleep well? 

Once you’ve rationalised your thoughts in this way, you’ll soon realise how extreme your thoughts 

have been. If you are struggling to do this mentally, you may also find it useful to write these 

thoughts down and bring further clarity to your thinking.  

 For further support, The Insomnia Clinic offers a fully tailored and customised programme to help 

you find a better night’s sleep. For more information or to book a free consultation, call 0844 502 

0485.  
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Overcoming Unhelpful Thoughts 
 


