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Session Sleep and mental health 

Background 
Information

People with mental health problems often do not sleep well and those who 
suffer with sleep disorders have a higher risk of developing a mental health 
problem such as depression. However not everyone with a mental health 
problem will have problems with sleep and not all those with a sleep disorder 
will develop a mental health problem. Developing good sleeping habits 
also known as good sleep hygiene helps supports good mental health and 
wellbeing.

Aim To raise awareness of sleep and links to mental health and wellbeing 

Objectives Participants will be able to:
1. Dispel some of the myths surrounding sleep
2. Describe what sleep is
3. List the effects poor sleep can have on mental health and wellbeing
4. Discuss the links between sleep and mental health 
5. Explore strategies on how to sleep well

Duration • 1.5 hours

Resources •  IT 
•  Presentation
•  Sleep quiz
•  Flipchart/pens
• Session handouts
• Reflective practice tool



114

Learning outcomes Participant Activity Resources Time

1. Dispel some of the myths around 
sleep. 

• Myth buster Quiz 10 min

2. Describe what sleep is • Definition Flipchart/
Pens
Slide

10 min

3. List the effects poor sleep can have 
on mental health and wellbeing

• Body Map Flipchart/
Pens
Slide

20 min

4. Discuss the links between sleep and 
mental health 

• None Slide 10 min

5. Explore strategies on how to sleep 
well

• None Flipchart/
pens
Slide
Supporting 
mental 
health 
resources 
handout

20 min

7. Looking after our own mental health • Self-care Slide 5 min

8. Reflection and session close • Reflection Reflective 
practice tool

5 min
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Sleep and Mental Health 

Facilitator notes
Slide Notes Time Resources

Slide 1 Welcome participants and introduce yourself before offering 
an overview of the session. Have the title slide up and visible 
whilst doing this.

5 min Slides

Slide 2 Put up the session overview slide and read out what will be 
covered today. 
Emphasise the session is not intended to make participants 
experts on sleep but to raise awareness of sleep, the impact 
that poor sleep can have on mental health and wellbeing and 
what we can do to promote good sleep.

Activity Sleep Quiz
Let’s start with looking at some of the myths that surround 
sleep. 
Distribute the sleep quiz to participants. 
This can be done on an individual basis or as a group. Invite 
participants to complete the sleep quiz, true or false. This is a 
good starting point and gives an insight into the participants’ 
knowledge and attitudes to sleep. 
Once completed, go through each of the questions to 
generate discussion. Use the supporting statements to provide 
the correct answers and information.  
Discussion point: Were there any surprises? Share that this 
activity helps challenge some of the myths associated with 
sleep. 

10 min

(5 min 
activity, 
5 min 
feedback)

Quiz
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Slide Notes Time Resources

Activity & 
Slide 3

What is sleep?
Divide the participants into groups, provide flipchart and 
pens.
Now we are going to look at how we define sleep, what is 
sleep how would you describe sleep if asked? 
Invite the groups to discuss what they think sleep is and how 
they would describe/define sleep. Ask them to write down the 
key points from their discussions.
Take feedback from the each of the groups on how they 
defined/described sleep. 
Discussion point: How did they find that exercise? Often 
when asked people can struggle to define what sleep is as it is 
something we do without giving it much thought. However it 
is when we suffer from poor sleep that we often begin to take 
notice of the impact that this can have on our mental health 
and wellbeing.
Sleep definition
Now put up the slide with the sleep definition. This provides a 
simple statement of what sleep is. 
Go through each bullet point on the slide, using the text 
below to support the statements
• Sleep is a natural behaviour that all animals do including 

humans. 
• It is essential to our existence, no matter how hard we 

try to fight it we want to sleep for at least part of every 
24hours. 

• Sleep is very dynamic, our bodies do not shut off 
completely but there are lots of processes going on that 
are vital to our existence.

10min 

(5 min 
activity, 
5 min 
feedback)

Flipchart/
pens
Slide

Activity & 
Slide 4

How does poor sleep affect our mental health and 
wellbeing?
Keep participants in their groups, provide flipchart. 
Now we are going to look at how poor sleep can affect us? 
Invite the groups to draw an outline of a body on the 
flipchart. Ask them to discuss and write down the effects poor 
sleep can have on the body. They should consider the mental, 
physical and social wellbeing effects.
Take feedback from each group. It is expected that 
participants may include stress, anxiety and depression as 
examples of how poor sleep can impact on mental health and 
wellbeing. 
Put up the slide and highlight some examples, informing the 
participants the list is not exhaustive. 
Discussion point: ask participants what do they think the 
purpose of this exercise is? Highlight that it demonstrates 
how sleep can significantly impact on our overall health and 
wellbeing but for the purpose of the session we will focus on 
the mental impact including stress, anxiety and depression in 
the next part.

15 min

(10 min 
activity, 
5 min 
feedback)

Flipchart/
pens
Slide
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Slide Notes Time Resources

Slide 5 
& 6

Sleep, our body clock and mental health
This part of the session aims to provide some insight into 
why sleep can boost our mental health and wellbeing and 
the impact poor sleep can have on our mental health and 
wellbeing.
Highlight that people with mental health problems can 
experience sleep difficulties and poor sleep can impact and 
lead to mental health problems. 
Reiterate that this session is merely to raise awareness and give 
some insight into the links between sleep and mental health. 
It doesn’t allow for detailed insight into the complexities of 
sleep and mental health. 
Put up slide 5
Discussion point: ask the participants if anyone has heard of 
the circadian rhythm?  Explain that the circadian rhythm is our 
body’s 24 hour internal clock that lets us know when it is time 
to do specific functions and sleep is one of these functions.  
Our body clock prompts the release of two hormones which 
affect our sleep. These are melatonin and cortisol. 
Melatonin is also called the sleepy hormone. This hormone is 
released in response to darkness and tells the body it is time to 
prepare for sleep. 
On the flip side when it becomes light the brain sends a signal 
to the body to release cortisol, to wake our bodies up. This is 
the hormone we will look at and how this can impact on our 
mental health. 
Put up slide 6
Cortisol is also known as the stress hormone. We need cortisol 
to help us deal with pressure, it helps us cope. For example 
when we have not had enough sleep, the body will release 
more cortisol to keep us going. However if we continue to 
have a chronic release of cortisol it can impact on our sleep 
which can lead to sleep problems and long term mood 
disorders like anxiety and depression.

10 min Slides
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Slide Notes Time Resources

Slide 7 How can sleep boost our mental health and wellbeing?
So how can sleep boost our mental health and wellbeing? 
Our levels of cortisol are at their lowest when we are sleeping. 
If we establish good sleeping habits, this will ensure we have 
reduced levels of cortisol and in turn allow our bodies to deal 
with crisis, let it rest and process information. We in turn feel 
better physically and mentally which allows us to cope better 
with things that are worrying us (we often use the statement 
“sleep on it” when trying to make decisions or something is 
causing us anxiety). 
Depression
In relation to depression, sleep deprivation affects part of the 
brain that controls our emotions and moods. Often people 
can get into a vicious cycle of sleep problems which leads 
to more worry and anxiety which in turn can make sleep 
problems worse. Hence the importance of developing good 
sleeping habits. 
Note: if delivering session to participants working with 
children and young people, you can highlight that adolescent 
sleep is different due to the changes that occur during 
puberty which can cause the body clock to shift which can 
impact on sleep. This means that adolescents are more likely 
to be active in the evening and go to bed much later.

5 min Slide

Group 
activity & 
Slide 8

How to sleep well
Divide the participants into groups.
This part of the session will explore some strategies that 
can help us to sleep well. Inform the participants that we 
should not only be thinking about bed time but be preparing 
throughout the day to help us sleep well at night. 
Have flipcharts with the headings: 
• How to sleep well during the day
• How to sleep well in the evening and before bed time
The number of flipcharts will be dependent on the number 
of groups you have. Provide them with one of the headed 
flipcharts and pens.
Invite the groups to write down what we can do under 
each of these headings to help promote good sleep. Give 5 
min and then rotate each flipchart to allow each group to 
contribute to each of the headings. If they have nothing to 
add, encourage them to read what others have written.
Take feedback from the groups and then put up the slide how 
to sleep well and compare what the groups have highlighted. 
Discussion point: did this activity make them think differently 
about how we prepare ourselves for sleep throughout the 
day?

15 min

(10 min 
activity, 
5 min 
feedback)

Flipchart/
pens
Slide
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Slide Notes Time Resources

Highlight that there are various resources that can provide 
useful information on sleep and resources to support mental 
health and wellbeing.
Distribute the mental health resources document (adult 
or child and youth). This gives examples of some useful 
resources, to support mental health and wellbeing and some 
links to sleep resources. The list is not exhaustive. 
Discussion point: are there any local resources that 
participants would like to share?

20 min

(15 min 
activity, 
5 min 
feedback

Mental 
health 
resources 
handout 
(Adult or 
CYP)

Activity & 
Slide 9

Remind participants of the importance of looking after their 
own mental health and provide a self care activity.

5 min Slide

Session 
Close

Thank the participants for their time and ask them to 
complete the reflective practice tool.

5 min Reflective 
practice 
tool
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True or false statements

(please circle)
1. Our brains and bodies completely shut down when we are sleeping True/False

2. We need less sleep as we get older True/False

3. Snoring is not harmful as long as it doesn’t disturb others True/False

4. Our body clocks can quickly adapt to different time zones True/False

5. Watching TV, playing on the computer or your mobile phone before 
bedtime can help you fall asleep True/False

6. Alcohol helps you sleep True/False

7. Insomnia only affects people who are depressed or anxious True/False

8. The human body never adjusts to shift work True/False

Sleep Quiz
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Sleep Quiz

Answers

1. Our body 
and mind are 
completely are 
rest when we are 
sleeping

False
There are lots of brain and body functions happening when we are 
sleeping. Hormones are being released, tissues are being repaired, 
thoughts are being processed.

2. We need less 
sleep as we get 
older

False
There is a misconception that we need less sleep as we get older. This is 
not true. We still need the same sleep during the course of our adulthood, 
but as we get older we tend to get less sleep on average due to medical 
problems, increase urination, sleeping more during the day.

3. Snoring is not 
harmful as long 
as it doesn’t 
disturb others

False 
Snoring from time to time is a common problem. However loud snoring 
on most nights could be an indication of some underlying problems, get it 
checked out.  

4.  Our body clocks 
can quickly adapt 
to different time 
zones

False
Our body clocks can take days to adjust to different time zones, meaning 
that when our body is telling us it is time to sleep during the day and vice 
versa, or it makes us stay awake when it is late at night. This is known as 
jet lag.

5. Watching TV, 
playing on the 
computer or your 
mobile phone 
before bedtime 
can help you fall 
asleep

False
The blue light omitted by these gadgets mimics the effects of the sun and 
tricks the body into thinking it should still be awake. 

6. Alcohol helps you 
sleep

False
It may help you fall asleep quick but causes disrupted, lighter and restless 
sleep. Therefore the quality of sleep is affected.

7. Insomnia 
only affects 
people who are 
depressed or 
anxious

False
Insomnia can happen to anyone for a range of factors, medication, 
medical conditions eg restless leg syndrome.

8 The human body 
never adjusts to 
shift work

True
We all have a body clock which controls when we feel sleepy or alert. 
Whether you work night shift or not, you are more likely to feel sleep 
between midnight and 6.30am. The body clock never adjusts.


