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5 COMMON SLEEP MISTAKES
After years of helping clients with sleep problems, and overcoming my own sleep 
issue, I’ve learned most of the mistakes people make when it comes to their sleep. I 
want to share some of these common mistakes with you here, along with specific 
techniques to help you correct them so you can improve your sleep. 

These techniques took some time for me to learn, but you can take the lessons you 
discover here now and immediately apply them as you develop an e�ective 
approach to your sleep.  

MISTAKE #1: TRYING TO SLEEP

For years when I couldn’t sleep, I would just try harder. If I were lying in bed, tossing 
and turning, my thoughts jumping around, I would keep waiting and hoping for 
sleep to come, and attempt to shut o� my mind. But it never worked. 

Over time, I realized that the problem was with my intention. The harder I tried to 
sleep, the longer I stayed awake. The more I attempted to stop my mind, the longer 
it remained active. 

   Takeaway: The right intention will lead to sleep. 

There’s a paradox to sleep in that it comes when you’re not trying. When you try 
to sleep, your mind monitors whether you’re sleeping or not, which keeps your 
mind active and your body awake. 

Instead, have the intention of relaxing and letting go. If you’re tired and ready for 
sleep, you will automatically and e�ortlessly fall asleep after about 10-20 minutes 
if you simply let go and relax. 

This is why doing something calming before bed can help prepare you for sleep. 
This can be meditation, reading (nothing too exciting), listening to serene music, 
or anything that helps you let go. You can continue this after you get into bed to 
ease yourself into a peaceful slumber. 



MISTAKE #2: WORRYING YOU WON’T BE ABLE TO FUNCTION IF 
YOU DON’T SLEEP WELL 

This concern caused me the most anxiety when I had a sleep problem. If I noticed I 
wasn’t falling asleep, I worried I wouldn’t be able to function the next day. I thought 
that if I didn’t get enough hours, I would be a mess and wouldn’t be able to do my 
work.

At the time, I was preparing to take one of my psychologist licensing exams, and the 
night before the exam, I was so worried about not getting enough sleep that I only 
slept a few hours. But even on limited sleep, I passed the four-hour exam with flying 
colors!

   Takeaway: You CAN function on limited sleep. 

Many research studies on students, physicians, transatlantic sailors, astronauts, 
medical residents and others have shown that if you get a minimum of five and a 
half hours of sleep, your daytime performance will not be significantly a�ected, 
even over many months of poor sleep.

And if you get less than that, you can still function, and there will be more pres-
sure on your body to sleep the next night. 

You might feel awful after little or no sleep, but it’s important to remember that 
you can still function so you don’t worry about it at night, which will keep you up. 

Ultimately, the goal is for you to get the amount and quality of sleep you need to 
function at and feel your best!
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MISTAKE #3: GETTING INTO BED WHEN YOU’RE NOT SLEEPY

This is a very common mistake many people make. They get into bed because it’s 
their “bedtime,” or because their partner is going to sleep. I used to do this all the 
time because of my concern about getting enough hours.

For instance, if I had to get up at 6:00am, I would make sure I was in bed by 
10:00pm, so I got 7-8 hours of sleep. The problem was I wasn’t always tired. So I’d 
lie there awake, waiting for sleep to come, usually for a long time. 

I later learned that getting into bed too early could lead to sleep problems. 

   Takeaway: Don’t get into bed until you’re sleepy.

Even if it’s your bedtime, if you are not sleepy, do not get into bed. “Sleepy” 
means you’re nodding o� or having a hard time staying awake. It does not            
necessarily mean feeling tired; you might feel exhausted, but your body could 
still be alert and not ready to sleep. This is especially true if you haven’t had a 
chance to wind down or are still stressed. 

Stay up even if it gets late. 

You might worry, “I won’t get enough sleep. I better go to bed or I’ll be exhausted 
tomorrow.” I had this worry too. But worrying will only raise your anxiety and 
make it harder to sleep. It’s true you might get less sleep, but that sleep will likely 
be of better quality. 

And if you wake up tired the next morning, remember you can still function and 
your body will feel more pressure to sleep the next night and compensate for 
lost sleep.
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MISTAKE #4: STAYING IN BED AWAKE FOR LONGER THAN 30
MINUTES

I used to binge-watch Netflix on the computer in bed with my wife for hours before 
going to sleep. Needless to say I had a lot of sleepless nights.

Whatever you do in bed gets associated with the bed and your bedroom. If that 
activity is anything other than sleep or sex, you can mess up your sleep.

This includes staying in bed awake too long. The more time you spend in bed 
awake, the more wakefulness (and not sleep) gets associated with your bed. This 
association becomes even stronger if you’re anxious or stressed while you’re awake.

Once this connection is established, your bed and bedroom can become a CUE for 
wakefulness, so when your head hits the pillow you instantly become alert.

   Takeaway: If you’re not asleep within 20-30 minutes, get out of bed.

This can be hard to do. I know it was for me. The bed is warm, cozy, and if you 
just wait a little longer maybe you’ll fall asleep. An hour (or several hours) later 
you’re still awake.

No matter how hard it is you must force yourself to get up and go into another 
room (or another area if you live in a studio). Once you’re up, it’s not that bad. In 
fact it usually feels better than staying in bed hoping for sleep. 

You may worry that by getting out of bed you’ll become more awake, but this 
won’t happen. I had the same worry every time I couldn’t sleep. But when I got 
up, I always became more tired.  

You might also worry you’ll be wasting precious sleep time by getting up, and if 
you just “try harder” you’ll get to sleep. Believe me, you’ll only get more                
frustrated, become more awake and strengthen the sleeplessness-bed                      
association. By not remaining in bed, you’ll get tired quicker and actually save 
those precious sleep minutes.

Once out of bed, keep the lights dim and do something relaxing. Stay up until 
you’re sleepy (like I described in Mistake #3), then go back to bed. Keep                      
repeating this until you fall asleep IN BED.
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MISTAKE #5: SLEEPING IN ON THE WEEKEND

Who hasn’t done this? I know I have. You’re tired, it’s been a long week and you 
have no responsibilities or pressing engagements. It’s the perfect time to catch up 
on some precious Zs. 

Sleeping in on the weekend definitely has its benefits. It can help you “catch up” on 
your sleep and allow you to get some much needed recuperation. Plus, it feels darn 
good to finally get a good night’s rest.

But there’s a price to pay.

First, it can set you up for “Sunday night insomnia,” which means you’ll have trouble 
falling asleep Sunday night and wake up feeling tired Monday morning. This is a 
widespread phenomenon and it’s usually caused by sleeping in on Saturday and 
Sunday (not by the dread of the coming week). 

Second, it can mess up your sleep cycle. By sleeping later Saturday and Sunday, 
when it’s time to go to bed Sunday night, you won’t be tired until later, which is why 
it’s hard to fall asleep. Once you’re finally asleep you won’t get a full night’s rest 
because you have to get up early Monday morning. This can set you up for a week 
of feeling tired and unrested.

Then if you sleep in the next weekend, the poor sleep pattern continues.  

   Takeaway: Establish a regular sleep pattern and stick with it on the weekend. 

The best way to establish a regular sleep pattern is to have a set wake-up time 
you follow every day. For example, if you have to get up at 7:00am during the 
week for work, this should become your set wake-up time EVERY DAY, including 
weekends. 

However, on weekends you can sleep up to an hour past your set wake-up time 
(but no more), as this won’t disturb your normal sleep pattern. So for this                
example, that would be 8:00am.

This may sound harsh, but once your body adjusts to this pattern, which will take 
a few weeks, your body will start to automatically wake-up at your set wake-up 
time, and it will be easy to get up.

And remember to not get into bed until you’re sleepy. 

Once I applied this to my own sleep, waking up early on the weekend became a 
breeze. It’s nearly impossible for me now to sleep beyond 7:00am. 

This may sound like a curse, but it’s actually a gift. Not only will you feel rested 
waking up that early (once your sleep pattern is set), but you’ll have more hours 
of Saturday and Sunday to enjoy, relax and have fun. That’s a win/win!
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