
Depressive Disorders – Poor sleep is a key feature when diagnosing major 
depressive disorder. One-third of patients with chronic sleep problems also 
report problems with mood and most patients with mood disorders experience 
insomnia. Sleep disturbance is common in patients reporting suicidal thoughts. 
Scientific evidence shows that depressed individuals take longer to get to 
sleep, have more fragmented sleep and spend less time in sleep (including 
waking earlier).

Rapid Eye Movement – Rapid eye movement (REM) sleep is also a factor. This is a period of 
lighter sleep, often associated with dreaming. Non-REM sleep is deeper and associated with 
physical growth, restoration and repair. REM sleep is believed to be more related to psychological 
maintenance. While REM sleep is clearly important, it is better that we do not spend too much 
time in that phase, at the expense of deeper sleep. Evidence shows that depressed patients enter 
REM sleep more quickly than those not depressed and spend more time in REM sleep overall. The 
very fact that many antidepressants suppress REM sleep, while lifting mood, illustrates the strong 
link here.

Post-natal Sleep – New mothers inevitably experience compromised sleep. 
However, when that sleep is poorer than might be expected at this time, the risk 
for developing mental illness is increased dramatically (such as with postnatal 
depression and postpartum psychosis, which are serious mental health illnesses 
that can affect women soon after they have had a baby). One of the most 
significant precursors to postpartum psychosis is poor sleep.

Sleep Disorders – Other sleep disorders, such as sleep apnoea, narcolepsy (a rare long-term 
brain condition that causes a person to suddenly fall asleep at inappropriate times) and sleep-
phase conditions have been associated with depression. This is often related to symptoms such as 
fragmented sleep or too much time spent in lighter sleep (as can be the case with sleep apnoea) 
or proportionately too much time in REM sleep (which can occur with narcolepsy). Sleep-phase 
problems can emerge when sleep occurs outside ‘typical’ times (usually in periods of darkness). 
Shift workers often sleep at untypical times; evidence shows that those engaging in shift work are 
more likely to experience mood disorders and other mental health problems.

There’s a close relationship between sleep and mental health. Lack of sleep can affect 
mental health, but mental health problems can also affect how well you sleep – both 
the quantity and the quality of it – so it’s extremely important to address both issues. 

Sleep deprivation has a negative effect on physical and emotional ability. The link 
between poor sleep and mental illness is well-documented, but perhaps none more 
so than with depression.
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However, there are steps to improve sleep and promote better mental health. We can probably all 
identify how a good night’s sleep can elevate our mood. One of the key tips is to maintain as much 
of a routine as possible (just like we do with our children). We can also aim to make changes to our 
bedding and bedrooms to promote sleep. Since poor sleep is often associated with anxiety (often 
about getting to sleep), there is much we can do to relieve that stress.

next topic: Back issues and sleep

• Try to go to bed at the same time every evening

• Have a wind-down before bedtime – so turn
off that computer, put down the phone, and do
something more relaxing

• Avoid large meals and caffeine 2 hours
before bedtime

• Avoid too much alcohol – it may appear to help
sleep, but too much can lead to shallower sleep

• Get some exercise during the day (for example,
climb the stairs rather than take the lift) but
don’t undertake strenuous exercise too close
to bedtime.

• Ensure that your bedroom is well-ventilated
and neither too hot or cold – keeping a window
slightly open (even in winter) can help

• Choose bedding that is better suited for
sleeping – sometimes ‘luxurious’ sheets and
pillows have a high cotton count. This might
seem cosy, but it does not help with maintaining
an optimum body temperature

• Keep the bedroom free of clutter and items
not associated with sleep (such as work-	
related materials)

• If you have trouble getting off to sleep (or
wake for what appears to be a long period), try
not to look at the clock – it will only make
you more anxious

• To relieve the anxiety, try relaxing and breathing
deeply. Use distractions such as counting sheep,
listening to soothing music or relaxing sounds

• If you really cannot sleep, get up, walk around,
do something relaxing and then go back to bed

• Turn off your mobile phone or leave it in
another room!

   If you are suffering from mental health 
issues because of sleep issues or vice versa, 
we recommend you make an appointment 
to see your GP.

If you have any feedback about this article, please email sleep.support@talkhealthpartnership.com

The information within this document remains the property of talkhealth. Therefore any information within this document must not be disclosed or copied 
(in whole or part) without written consent and authorised by talkhealth.
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There’s a close relationship between sleep and mental health. Lack of sleep can 
affect mental health but mental health problems can also affect how well you 
sleep – both the quantity and the quality of it – so it’s extremely important to 
address both issues. 

Read more about how to look after your mental health here.

A Few Tips For Better Sleep:
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To find out more about talkhealth support programmes & to sign up - visit our website.
All content provided in the mysleep Support Programme has been written by both medical professionals and talkhealth and is based on the Information 
Standards, which references available medical evidence (sources of evidence available on request) and is for information purposes only. It does not 
constitute a replacement for professional medical advice. If you are concerned about any aspects of your health or wish to discuss something you have 
read within the support programme, you should make an appointment to see your doctor. You should always seek medical advice before changing your 
treatment routine. talkhealth does not endorse any specific products, brands or treatments.
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