
Sleep and pain
Information for you

Our bodies repair at night while we sleep. People with persistent pain often find that 
they have difficulty getting to sleep or waken frequently throughout the night. 

In the dark, our whole attention is free to focus on the pain. This makes it much 
louder. Like the ticking of a clock that we don't notice till the lights are out. If we 
are not getting enough sleep and repair, this may contribute to the ill health and 
sensitivity of our tissues.

Many things may prevent good sleep, including:

•	 Napping during the day or sleeping late to 'catch up'

•	 Not doing enough during the day to get tired

•	 Worry, adrenaline and stress

•	 Alcohol, caffeine and smoking

•	 Staying up most of the night, in bed a lot of the day

•	 Pain

Whatever the initial cause, worrying about poor sleep and about feeling tired the next 
day are common reasons for the problem to become worse.

What can I do to help improve poor sleep?

•	 Gradually increase your daytime activity levels (See the handout on  
Managing activity).

•	 Try not to nap / sleep during the day, no matter how tired you are.

•	 Try to go to bed at the same time every night when you feel sleepy. 

•	 Try to get up at the same time each morning, regardless of how much time you 
slept during the night. Set your alarm clock.

•	 When trying to get to sleep, use distraction to fill your mind with something 
else. This leaves less room for the pain. It has to be something that takes a lot of 
concentration but is calming not exciting. Some people imagine they are lying on a 
nice beach, or try to remember the words of songs.  

•	 If you have things on your mind, write them down in the early evening. 

•	 Try to establish a quiet time before going to bed. A warm bath helps to relax your 
mind and your muscles. This may be a good time to practice your relaxation. 
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•	 Do not drink tea, coffee, fizzy drinks or alcohol for at least four hours before 
bedtime. Even smoking cigarettes can act as a stimulant.

•	 Make sure your bed is comfortable and you are not too warm. Use pillows for 
support if necessary.

•	 Try to sleep for most of the time you spend in bed. It is too easy to teach the 
body and nervous system to be awake when you are in bed. This happens if 
you spend a lot of time lying in bed, trying to sleep. You end up tossing and 
turning, worrying about not getting enough sleep, clock watching, worrying 
about other things or even just reading or watching TV. Being asleep when 
you are in bed teaches your body and nervous system that sleeping is what 
happens in bed. It helps to keep to the fifteen minute rule: so if you haven’t 
fallen asleep in about fifteen minutes, get up. Once you get up start your wind-
down routine again and go back to bed when you feel sleepy.

Following this advice takes discipline and effort. Sleep and pain is part of a series 
of reliable, evidence-based advice to support you along the way to improving 
your function and quality of life, with pain.

Sleep Diary
Building a new sleep routine can be a challenge due to a range of different 
reasons. One of the best ways to develop a sleep plan is to first establish what 
your sleep pattern is at this moment in time. The best way to do this is by keeping 
a sleep diary. A sleep diary allows you to track your sleep over the course of a 
week and then once you have made a change to your routine then repeat the 
diary at a later date. This will show the impact the change in sleep routine has 
had on your sleep and enable you to make further adjustments in the future. 
Modern day technology may also assist with through SMART watches for 
example.



Below is a template of a sleep diary

Daily Sleep Diary
Complete the diary each morning (“Day 1” will be your first morning). Don’t 
worry too much about giving exact answers, an estimate is enough.

The date of day 1 .................................................

Enter the 
Weekday (Mon, 
Tues, Wed etc)

Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5 Day 6 Day 7

1 At what time did 
you go to bed last 
night?

2 After settling 
down, how long 
did it take you to 
fall asleep?

3 After falling 
asleep, about 
how many times 
did you wake up 
in the night?

4 After falling 
asleep, for how 
long were you 
awake during the 
night in total?

5 At what time did 
you finally wake 
up?

6 At what time did 
you get up?

7 How long did 
you spend in bed 
last night (from 
first getting in, to 
finally getting up)

8 How would you 
rate the quality 
of your sleep last 
night?

1     2     3     4     5

V.Poor       V.Good
				  



Sleep Summary

•	 Do go to bed and get up at a regular time

•	 Do have a bedtime routine and wind down before bed

•	 Do get up if your are worrying or not asleep after 30 minutes and do 
something relaxing

•	 Do exercise regularly, but not late in the evening

•	 Do remember that our sleep cycle does change throughout out life and that 
lack of sleep won’t harm us

•	 Do make your bedroom and bed as comfortable as possible noise, light, 
temperature and so on
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Further information is available from: 
NHS Ayrshire and Arran MSK Service website:  
https://www.nhsaaa.net/musculoskeletal-service-msk/

NHS Ayrshire and Arran Pain Management Service  
https://www.nhsaaa.net/pain-management-service/

Pain Association Scotland  
www.painassociation.com 

Pain Concern  
www.painconcern.org.uk


