
Sleep, snoring 
and sleep 
disorders

Your guide to 
understanding 

snoring and sleep 
disorders with tips to 
help you sleep better.



Summary

1. Are you getting enough sleep? 5

2. Why do we need sleep? 7

3. The sleep cycle 9

4. Why can’t I sleep? 12

 4.1  Snoring 15

 4.2  Insomnia and difficulties falling asleep 17

 4.3  Narcolepsia and daytime sleepiness 18

 4.4  Nocturia 19

 4.5  Sleep apnoea 20

5. 7 tips to sleep better 23

 5.1  Make sure you have a suitable 
  sleeping environment 23

 5.2  Say no to screen 25

 5.3  Schedule your sleep 26

 5.4  Monitor your sleep 29

 5.5  Watch what you eat and drink 30

 5.6  Move more 35

 5.7  Calm your mind 37

  5.7.1  Write it down 37

  5.7.2  Learn to breathe 39

6. Time for change? 41 



Are you getting 
enough sleep?

It’s sometimes joked that the ideal 
amount of sleep for any adult is “five 
minutes more”. While there is obviously 
no scientific basis behind that calculation, 
it reflects the fact that many of us believe 
we don’t get enough good sleep.

What about you? Do you have trouble falling or 
staying asleep? Do you lack energy or concentration 
during the day? If so, you’re certainly not alone. This 
guide is here to help.

We’ll help you understand the importance and 
function of sleep. We’ll look at the various problems 
that prevent us from getting enough of it and, 
perhaps most importantly, we’ll explore what you 
can do in order to sleep better. 

To begin with, just take a moment to imagine what 
your life might be like if you woke up every morning 
feeling truly fresh and rested. What might the impact 
be on your health, your relationships with others and 
your working life?

Sound good? Then let’s get started!

Did you know?

Some sleep issues 
can be remedied 
at home, while 
others require 
medical attention.
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Sleep is a natural and essential bodily 
function.1 We spend (or at least we should 
spend) more of our lifetime sleeping than 
we do eating or doing exercise. Yet, many 
of us know far more about diet and fitness 
than we know about what happens when 
we drift off. Let’s help put that right!

While we’re asleep, our brains and bodies are busy 
working away on numerous important processes. 
Adequate quantity and quality of sleep has been 
found to play a role in2: 

• Cardiovascular function, to aid the health of  
 one’s heart;

• Immune system function, to fight infection and  
 restore the body’s cells to health;

• Attentiveness and alertness;

• Forming and keeping memories;

• Hormone release, which can regulate things like 
 appetite, mood, heart rate and calorie burning.1

To put it simply, good sleep allows for physical and 
mental restoration. Chronic sleep deprivation can 
lead to some serious problems: research shows that 
disrupted sleep could be a factor in health conditions 
that include weight issues, mood disorders, diabetes, 
increased blood pressure, cardiovascular disease and 
colorectal cancer.² What’s more, our performance in 
everyday activities - working, communicating, driving 
- can be impaired by lapses of concentration and the 
inability to be at our most lucid.2
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Why do we 
need sleep?

Did you know?

Sleeping fewer than 
6 hours per night 
could increase your 
risk of having a motor 
vehicle accident by 
up to 33%.3



The sleep cycle

You might strive to hit eight hours under 
the covers every night, but the amount 
of sleep our bodies require changes 
throughout our lives.

Experts suggest that the appropriate sleep duration 
could vary from 12 to 15 hours each day during 
infancy, to 7 to 8 hours per night in old age.4 For 
adults, the American Academy of Sleep Medicine 
and Sleep Research Society recommends regularly 
sleeping between 7 and 9 hours per night.5 Don’t 
worry if you’re falling short at the moment, 
later in the guide we’ll help you discover ways 
to get on track with sleep duration.

Sleep isn’t simply a switch-off button, a period of 
unconsciousness during which all we do is dream. 
What occurs in our bodies after we doze off can vary 
significantly throughout the night. During quality rest, 
we experience four stages of sleep that make up a 
cycle that usually repeats itself several times over the 
course of one night6:

Did you know?

The American Academy of 
Sleep Medicine and Sleep 
Research Society recommend 
regularly sleeping between 
7 and 9 hours per night.

8 9

12-15 hours sleep 
required each day 
in infancy

7-8 hours sleep 
required each night 
in old age
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One complete sleep cycle, going from stage 1 
to stage 4, should usually last between 90 and 
120 minutes and then repeat itself. Some people 
do not always go through each stage in every cycle 
and might, for example, skip stage 1.

What makes for quality sleep is the correct 
balance between the NREM and REM stages 
and how much time we spend in each. It’s vitally 
important that we get enough deep sleep – NREM 
stage 3 – as it’s during this stage that we experience 
the type of rest which makes us feel refreshed in 
the morning.7 

What we do when we’re awake affects how 
long we spend in each stage. Mental exercise 
like learning a new language or doing difficult 
crosswords can make us spend more time in REM 
sleep, when memories become consolidated.8 
Physical exercise, meanwhile, can make our periods 
of deep sleep last longer, as the body needs to 
restore muscle.9

Sometimes, however, these cycles get disrupted by a 
range of factors that we are unable to control. Sleep 
disorders are one such factor that can put the sleep 
cycle out of synch and leave us feeling groggy and 
unrested during the day. 

What we’ll do now is explore some of the most 
common disruptors of our sleep cycle.

The 4 stages of sleep

Non-Rapid Eye Movement (NREM) sleep
This is the transition period between wakefulness 
and sleep, where the body and the brain begin to 
relax. It’s common for our muscles to twitch during 
this stage and we are still easily aroused from our 
slumber. For most people without a sleep disorder 
this stage lasts between around 5 and 10 minutes.

01

NREM sleep
Our breathing and heart rate slow and our blood 
pressure begins to fall in this stage of sleep, which 
lasts between 10 and 25 minutes in people without 
sleep disorders.

02

NREM sleep 
This is the stage we commonly know as “deep 
sleep”, when we’re at our most difficult to arouse. 
It’s in this stage that heart rate, blood pressure and 
breathing rate are at their lowest and most regular. 
It’s also when most of the restorative biochemical 
processes occur. It lasts between 20 and 40 minutes 
per cycle, although this duration often decreases 
with age.

03

Rapid Eye Movement (REM) sleep  
This is when we dream. Our heart and breathing 
rates become more irregular and most of us will ex-
perience almost total muscle paralysis, which is what 
prevents us from acting out our dreams. One muscle 
that does keep operating is the diaphragm, meaning 
we still breathe. Our eye muscles also still function, 
allowing the rapid movement that gives this stage its 
name. The REM sleep stage tends to get longer with 
each cycle: early on it may typically last 10 minutes 
but that can grow to 25 minutes later in the night. It’s 
for this reason that are dreams are often longer the 
closer we get to the alarm clock going off.

04
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Shift work10

Excess screen use (such as mobile phone 
and tablets)10 

Obesity10

Sleep disorders, such as sleep apnoea10

Irregular sleeping patterns11

Caffeine consumption12

Drinking alcohol13

Lack of exercise14

Snoring (either yours or your bed partner’s)15

Why can’t I sleep? Good sleep hygiene - the practice of establishing 
habits or routines which help you to sleep better - 
can help remedy some of these barriers. There are 
lifestyle changes that could help, such as reducing 
coffee or alcohol intake, losing weight or not looking 
at mobile phone or computer screens in the hours 
before bedtime.16 

However, some people experience poor sleep due 
to an undiagnosed sleep disorder, such as sleep 
apnoea, which requires medical attention.

If changes to your lifestyle don’t help and you think 
there may be an underlying medical disorder, you 
can read more about sleep apnoea on our ResMed 
website or download our e-book ‘What is Sleep 
Apnoea?’. If you think you might be at risk, get in 
touch with your healthcare professional who will be 
able to advise you on the next steps to take.

Common sleep disorders include:

Read on to find out what you can do about it... 

z

z

z

z

z

z

A wide range of variables can 
interrupt sleep: environmental factors, 
psychological factors and physiological 
factors can all play a part. Common 
barriers to sleep include:

z

z

z

12 13

Snoring

Narcolepsy

Sleep apnoea

Insomnia

Nocturia
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Did you know?

30-40% of the adult 
population snore.17

14 15

Snoring

What is snoring?

It’s reported that 30 - 40% of the adult population 
snore,17 so if you’ve been told you’re a snorer, you’re 
in good company! Snoring can prevent you getting 
good rest even if you’re not the culprit; if you have a 
bed partner, there’s a good chance that one of you 
will be a noisy sleeper. But what makes us snore?

We don’t all snore in the same way; for some, it 
originates in the nose, while for others it comes 
from the throat. During sleep, the muscles in 
our throat relax which can cause the airway 
to partially close.18 As a result, the air we breathe 
out vibrates when it crosses the throat tissue, which 
creates the characteristic sound of snoring. 

There are factors that make us more likely to snore 
and they include: 

 Drinking alcohol or taking certain medications19 

 Carrying excess weight around the neck20 

 The shape of the nose or jaw19

 Having enlarged tonsils19

 Ageing21 

 Pregnancy22

z

z

z

z

z

z



What can I do about snoring?

There is no cure for snoring; no amount of hitting 
your bed partner or turning them on their side will rid 
them (and you) of the problem for very long. There 
are, however, some solutions that may alleviate the 
problem. For instance, you can try a Mandibular 
Advancement Device (MAD), which is like a 
gum shield worn around the teeth and which holds 
the lower jaw slightly forward, thus opening the 
airway and reducing the vibrations that cause the 
sound of the snore.23 Again, lifestyle changes 
such as losing weight or reducing alcohol 
consumption could make a difference19 (learn 
more on good sleep hygiene in our tips for better 
sleep below).

Snoring is also one of the most common signs of 
sleep apnoea,24 a sleep disorder that interrupts our 
breathing regularly during sleep without us knowing 
about it in the morning. While there is a close 
correlation between snoring and sleep apnoea23, 
not all snorers have sleep apnoea and not all sleep 
apnoea sufferers snore. We will explore sleep apnoea 
later and have a separate guide dedicated to the 
condition if you would like more information. 

As with all disorders, contact your healthcare 
professional for medical advice on how the problem 
might be treated.

16

What is insomnia? 

Insomnia is a difficulty in falling or staying asleep. It 
affects people of all ages and can last a few nights, 
a few weeks or, in severe cases, almost every night. 
It’s estimated that up to 35% of all people suffer 
from insomnia at some point in their lives.25

Insomnia and difficulties 
falling asleep

17

What can I do about insomnia? 

Some cases of insomnia can be resolved by resorting 
to better sleep hygiene25 (find out more about that in 
our tips for better sleep below). 

“Learned insomnia” occurs when the fear of 
insomnia itself prevents a person from sleeping. 
This can be improved in some cases by 
cognitive behavioural therapy.26 

If If you suffer from insomnia and find you can’t treat 
it yourself with lifestyle changes and better sleep 
hygiene, it is best you seek the advice of a healthcare 
professional. 
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What is narcolepsy?27 

Narcolepsy is excessive daytime drowsiness 
that can manifest itself in the sudden and 
unintentional onset of sleep. Another symptom 
is sleep paralysis, when the sufferer feels unable 
to move or talk for a few moments just before 
drifting off to sleep or waking up. It is the same 
as the muscle paralysis that occurs during REM 
sleep, even though the sufferer is not in the actual 
REM stage of sleep. Hallucinations and a sudden, 
temporary weakness in the muscles are other signs 
of narcolepsy.

What can I do about narcolepsy?27 

There is no known cure for narcolepsy but there are 
medications and lifestyle changes that may help 
make the condition more manageable. You can 
learn more about sleep hygiene in the tips for better 
sleep below. If you believe you are suffering from the 
condition, we recommend you consult a healthcare 
professional.

Narcolepsy and daytime 
sleepiness

18 19

What is nocturia?28 

Nocturia is the compulsion to wake up in order 
to urinate several times during sleep. It is often 
caused by an infection of the urinary tract or bladder, 
but other triggers include organ failure, anxiety, 
diabetes or simply drinking too much caffeine or 
alcohol in the hours before going to sleep.

Sleep apnoea (see below) is another condition that 
can be associated with nocturia.

What can I do about nocturia?27 

If you regularly wake up more than once during sleep 
to urinate, you should consult a health professional 
in order to identify the cause of the problem and 
relevant treatment. 

It may be that the cause of the nocturia is one of a 
range of conditions known under the umbrella term 
“Sleep Disordered Breathing”. The most common of 
these conditions is Obstructive Sleep Apnoea (OSA), 
which we will take a look at now.

Nocturia

19



What is sleep apnoea? 

There are different types of Sleep Disordered 
Breathing but we will deal here with the most 
common29: Obstructive Sleep Apnoea (OSA). For 
a more detailed explanation, you can refer to our 
separate guide dedicated to sleep apnoea.

As mentioned above, the muscles in the upper 
airway relax during sleep, which leads to the 
vibrations and sound we know as snoring. In some 
cases, however, the muscles relax to such an 
extent that they end up blocking the airway 
entirely, leading to an inability to breathe.
An OSA sufferer will wake momentarily to clear the 
throat in order to start breathing again. Each of these 
episodes is known as an apnoeic event and these 
can occur several, sometimes dozens of time 
every hour. 

Usually, a sleep apnoea sufferer will never remember 
having these apnoeic events during the night, 
meaning the condition often goes undiagnosed. And 
yet, it is much more prevalent than you think: one 
study estimates that around one in seven people 
across the world suffer from sleep apnoea30 but that 
more than 80% of them are not diagnosed.31

.

Sleep apnoea
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What can I do about sleep apnoea? 

Any treatment for sleep apnoea must begin 
with a visit to a healthcare professional to 
discuss the symptoms and potential sleep hygiene 
issues that may help. If lifestyle changes don’t 
improve the situation, sleep tests exist to determine 
whether the patient does indeed suffer from OSA or 
any other form of Sleep Disordered Breathing. Once 
diagnosed, there are treatments that help keep the 
patient’s airway unblocked throughout the night.

If you have trouble falling or staying asleep, or if 
you are excessively tired or drowsy during the day, 
seeking professional guidance is always wise. There 
are tweaks to your lifestyle that may go some way to 
alleviating the problem. We will now examine some 
of the tricks that promote better sleep hygiene and 
give you more chance of a restful night’s sleep.

Did you know?

Think you may 
have sleep apnoea? 
Take our free sleep 
assessment. 

21

https://www.resmed.fr/patient/evaluation-sommeil/?utm_source=Ebooks&utm_medium=QR-code&utm_campaign=022023_SleepAssessment
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Did you know?

Regulating your room 
temperature between 
16°C and 19°C can be 
just cool enough for you 
to nod off whilst helping 
to combat restlessness.31

22

It doesn’t take heavy investment in time or money to 
make your bedroom suitable for good sleep. Here are 
some dos and don’ts for the bedroom. 

Do:

 Use the room for sleep and intimacy only  

 Ensure your bed is comfortable, the right size  
 for you and clean

 Renew your pillows regularly and ensure you  
 have as many as you need to be snug (a cushion 
 between the knees can add extra comfort

 Invest in blackout blinds to block out light or an  
 eye mask

 Use earplugs if you’re regularly disturbed by noise

 Keep your room temperature moderate,between  
 16° and 19° Celsius if you wear pyjamas or have  
 thick bedding, or a little warmer if you don’t.31

Don’t:

 Use your bedroom for working

 Keep a TV or computer screen in your room

23

7 Tips to help 
you sleep better

Sometimes little changes can make a 
big difference. How many of these small 
lifestyle hacks might you apply in order to 
get a higher quality of sleep?

1. Make sure you have 
a suitable sleeping 
environment
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Did you know?

Researchers have 
shown that increased 
smartphone usage can 
be associated with 
shorter sleeping hours 
and less efficient sleep.35
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2. Say no to screens

These days, much of our downtime is 
dictated by screen usage. From binge-
watching the latest series, to tweeting or 
keeping up with the news, screen-time 
is an almost inevitable part of daily life for 
many of us.

Using a phone or tablet at night could be affecting 
your sleep. That’s because blue-spectrum light, 
which most screens emit, suppresses melatonin,32 
a hormone responsible for helping shift us into sleep 
mode.33 Also, when we pick up our mobile phone, 
it’s all too easy to become engrossed in non-urgent 
activity that stimulates the brain and makes a natural 
transition into sleep harder to achieve. 

Taking a smartphone or tablet to bed isn’t 
recommended as part of an effective night-time 
routine.34 Try avoiding all screens for at least one 
hour before lights out, and swap surfing the internet 
or social media for a few pages of a good book or a 
warm bath instead.
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Parents or carers often establish a routine 
on children’s behalf, including regular 
wake-up and bedtimes. In adulthood, such 
routines are often forgotten but can make 
a difference to how well and how much 
we sleep. In fact, our bodies are equipped 
with a natural sleep-wake routine called 
the circadian rhythm, and it’s a wise idea 
to stick to it.31

3. Schedule your sleep

Creating a sleep schedule 
can encourage 
good habits

Cells in the body which help regulate this rhythm 
are thought to have their own internal clocks that 
respond to stimuli such as light and dark, bedtimes, 
and mealtimes. They can also be interrupted by 
things like shift work or regularly changing the time 
you go to bed and/or wake up.36 

Creating a sleep schedule can encourage good 
habits and see you falling in line with your body’s 
circadian rythym. To get started, you’ll need to 
determine how many hours’ sleep you need. 
Try keeping a sleep diary for at least 7 days. 
You should include37:

27

the time you go to bed

the time you get up 

any naps you take and for how long

whether you wake up during the night

how you feel upon waking each morning

your mood during the day 

whether you doze off unexpectedly and what 
time it happens

once you know how much you need to sleep 
in order to function well, try going to bed and 
waking up at the same time every day - even 
at the weekend - and see if you notice any 
difference to your well-being and energy levels. 

z

z

z

z

z

z

z

z
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4. Monitor your sleep

It may seem contrary to the “no-screens 
before bedtime” principle but we can 
bend the rules a little if technology is 
harnessed to benefit our sleep. There are 
plenty of sleep monitoring apps that will 
help you to identify sleeping issues, so 
that you can seek the suitable treatment.

Your healthcare professional remains the best source 
of clinical advice and no app can replace their 
expertise. What the technology can do is give you 
some insights into your sleeping habits so that you 
can then discuss with your clinician. The apps exist 
on mobile and tablet and there are also some that are 
integrated into fitness belts, straps and watches.

They can collect a range of data, from how much 
you sleep to how much you toss and turn in bed. 
They can record your snoring and heart rate and 
even tell you if you grind your teeth while you sleep. 
That information will be very useful to your 
healthcare professional and will assist her or 
him in prescribing the right path of treatment 
for you.

Some even work with the electronic device in sleep 
mode, so you won’t be distracted by incoming 
messages and notifications.

29
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Does that first cup of coffee give you the 
energy boost you look for at the start of 
the day?

Caffeine is a stimulant that can make you feel more 
alert and awake, which can be useful if you’re 
feeling groggy at work in the morning. Unfortunately, 
it can have a detrimental effect when it comes to 
falling asleep at night. A study has shown that when 
caffeine is present in the central nervous system, 
it reduces the gradual drowsy feeling we have 
before bedtime, potentially leading to increased 
wakefulness.38

It’s a similar story with alcohol. Some people use 
alcohol as a nightcap to help send them off to the 
land of nod. Research tells us, though, that the 
“switch off” effect alcohol has on our brains doesn’t 
last and the substance can interfere with the sleep 
cycle as our body processes it.39

5. Watch what you eat 
and drink

31

People who consume caffeine to remain alert 
can get stuck in a cycle of tiredness

an
d 

re
ac

h 
fo

r a
 co

ffee

1.
W

ak
e 

up
 fe

el
ing

 groggy
2. Caffeine interrupts sleep.

 3. Interrupted sleep interfe
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ith daytime performance.

It’s not only the things you drink that can interfere 
with your sleep, the food you eat can have an impact 
too. Read on to discover some helpful bedtime 
nutrition tips.
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Helpful bedtime nutrition tips

Make sure you’re well hydrated

Even feeling just a little dehydrated 
before bed could cause sleep 
disturbance,40  so drinking plenty of 
liquid - especially water - is important. 
To avoid night-time bathroom trips, 
drink regularly throughout the day 
instead of right before bed.

Monitor your caffeine consumption

Aim to stop drinking caffeinated drinks 
like tea, coffee, energy drinks and cola 
at least 4 hours before bedtime.41

Try herbal teas

Chamomile,43 lavender44  or valerian45 
teas have the added advantage of being 
hydrating and can help calm the mind.

Avoid drinking alcohol before 
bedtime

Not only can it disturb the amount 
of REM sleep you get, it’s also been 
shown to disturb the second half of 
your sleep cycle which is when 
you’re more likely to experience 
restorative rest.42

Tryptophan

Can help you fall asleep46 and is found 
in dairy products and other foods like 
eggs, bananas, honey and nuts.

Watch your fat intake

High-fat diets have been associated 
with insomnia and sleeping for a 
shorter amount of time.47

33
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Did you know?

Just 10 minutes of aerobic 
exercise per day can 
help you on the journey 
towards better sleep.48

34 1735

6. Move more

Physical exercise is linked to better quality 
and longer duration sleep48 so it can have 
a positive effect on your sleep cycle.

Aerobic exercise like running, cycling or swimming 
for just 10 minutes per day can help you on the 
journey towards better sleep  but don’t worry if those 
activities aren’t your thing. There are lots of ways to 
stay active and if you can get outdoors for a while 
each day too, even better!

For most people, exercising in the morning or 
afternoon works best when it comes to getting quality 
sleep. Those who do moderate-intensity workouts 
before 7 a.m. see an improvement in overall sleep 
quality,50 while afternoon sport sessions mean your 
body cools down and signals a shift into sleep mode 
around the time you might be heading for bed. Late-
night workouts are generally not recommended but 
it’s not the same for everyone; if that 9 p.m. aerobics 
class doesn’t seem to interfere with your sleep, stick 
with it! Otherwise, simple stretches or relaxing yoga 
before bed can help de-stress both body and mind 
and give your muscles a gentle challenge.

Walking HouseworkGardening

Seated 
exercise

Playing 
with children
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7. Calm your mind

Does being caught up in your thoughts 
give you restless nights? 

It’s common for people to do their best thinking 
late in the day. Anxiety, changes in mood or 
psychological struggles are all potential symptoms 
of insomnia51 and make it difficult for many people 
to “switch-off” at night. If you find that the stresses 
of the day come to the front of your mind you when 
your head hits the pillow, take a moment to follow 
two simple steps you can take to help wind down 
just before bed.

Write it down

A useful strategy is to make a list 
of the things on your mind and an 
action plan for the next day. It could 
help you to feel more accomplished 
and in control, allowing your mind 
to relax into sleep during the night. 
Be sure to put the paper you use 
somewhere you won’t be tempted 
to look at it, as re-reading your list 
could distract you even more.
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Learn to breathe

Mindfulness is the practice of finding 
a sense of calm by being more 
aware and present in your body, 
mind, and feelings. Harvard-affiliated 
researchers recommend practising 
mindfulness meditation at some 
point every day.52 Following the 
simple steps below each night could 
help towards clearing your mind and 
achieving better rest. 

Sit on something solid, such as a chair or a 
cushion on the floor

Sit straight but remain relaxed. Try to let 
your head and shoulders rest naturally on top of 
your spine

Gently place your hands on top of your knees or 
thighs. Try to clear your mind of any thoughts 
from the day or the items on your to-do list 

Begin breathing in and out and simply pay 
attention to your breath moving through your 
nose. A rhythm will naturally occur, bringing 
with it a sense of peace.

If you find yourself drifting back to busy 
thoughts or concerns, gently guide your 
mind to focus on the breath. Eventually, you 
should find that you can follow the process a 
little more easily and begin to notice to benefits. 

1

5

4

3

2
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Did you know?

Using the steps outlined 
in this guide could help 
you achieve a better 
night’s rest and improve 
your energy and mood 
during the day.

40 41

Is it time 
for change?

Not sleeping well can have a huge impact 
on daily life.53 It can cause you to miss out 
on time with family and friends or give 
you the sense that your physical or mental 
health is suffering.

If you’re worried about the impact poor sleep is 
having on you, or you think you may be at risk of 
sleep apnoea, download our e-book ‘What is Sleep 
Apnoea?’ and book an appointment with your 
healthcare professional. 

Using the steps outlined in this guide could help you 
achieve a better night’s rest and improve your energy 
and mood during the day. The next time you have a 
sleepless night, think of the simple changes you can 
make to diet, exercise and routine - it could be the 
ticket to a good night’s sleep.

We spend (or should) roughly a third of our 
lives sleeping, so we owe it to ourselves to do 
it well.
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