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Description

Sleep restriction is behavioral intervention used in the 
treatment of insomnia. It is an evidence based treatment 
for insomnia, both as a standalone technique and as 
part of a package of cognitive behavioral therapy for 
insomnia (CBT-I). The rationale for sleep restriction is that 
insomnia is perpetuated by spending excessive time in 
bed. Spending large amounts of time in bed relative to 
little sleep results in poor sleep efficiency. 

One goal of sleep restriction is to increase sleep 
efficiency by reducing the amount of time spent in bed 
relative to the time spent sleeping. Sleep restriction 
initially creates a mild sleep deprivation which promotes 
the natural onset of sleep.
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Instructions

The Sleep Restriction handout includes a description 
of the sleep restriction intervention followed by 
instructions for carrying out sleep restriction.

1. Clients are instructed to keep a sleep diary for a 
week. This allows calculation of baseline measures.

2. Clients are instructed to calculate their average total 
sleep time (ATST). This is the average number of 
hours slept per night.

3. Clients are then instructed to restrict the time they 
spend in bed to no more than their average total 
sleep time. This involves deciding what time to get 
up in the morning then subtracting ‘ATST’ hours from 
that time – this is the new ‘going to bed’ time.

4. Clients are instructed to monitor their sleep 
efficiency by continuing to keep a sleep diary.

5. Rules are given for increasing total amount of sleep.
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Sleep Restriction

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

Sleep restriction is an e�ective technique for treating insomnia. The aim of sleep restriction
is to ensure that the time you spend in bed is actually devoted to sleeping – rather than
spending time in bed awake, thinking, or worrying about not sleeping. Sleep restriction
works by initially creating a mild sleep deprivation. Sleep happens naturally when we are
tired (as long as our conscious mind does not get in the way), and so mild sleep deprivation promotes the onset of
sleep, and increases the quality of the sleep that we get. In time it allows us to increase the amount of sleep that we
get.

Sleep restriction aims to increase your sleep e�ciency.
• Time that you spend asleep in bed is considered e�cient.
• Time that you spend awake in bed is considered ine�cient.

Sleep e�ciency = 
Time asleep
Time in bed

x100
For example:
6 hours asleep / 8 hours in bed  = 75% sleep e�ciency
9 hours asleep / 10 hours in bed  = 90% sleep e�ciency

Sleep

General rules
• Stick to your new schedule 7 nights per week –  do not make exceptions or you will reduce the e�ectiveness of
  the technique.
• You must not allow any sleep outside your set hours – no napping!
• The minimum amount of sleep that you should be aiming for is 5 hours. 

Warning
• When you attempt sleep restriction you should expect to be tired to begin with – you should take this into
  account if you drive or operate machinery.
• Some people �nd it easier to begin implementing sleep restriction while they are on holiday (rather than being
  tired for work).

Getting up time
e.g. 7:00am

Going to bed time
e.g 7:00am - 6 hours = 1:00am

1. Keep a sleep diary for a normal week
    This will give you a baseline measure of your sleep. You will need to record:
     • Time you went to bed.
     • Time you got up.
     • Number of hours of sleep.

2. Calculate your ‘average total sleep time’ (ATST)
    This is the average number of hours you slept per night.
    Add up the total hours of sleep you got in the past week, then divide the answer by 7.

3. Now restrict the time you spend in bed each night to your ATST 
    To do this you will need to:
     • Decide what time you want to get up.
     • Go to bed ATST-hours before then.
     • Do not go to bed any earlier – even if you feel tired.

Sleep restriction instructions

4. Monitor your sleep e�ciency
     Continue to keep a sleep diary so that you can keep track of your sleep e�ciency.
     You should be aiming for 90% sleep e�ciency.

5. Follow the rules to increase your total amount of sleep
     Once you consistently reach 90% sleep e�ciency allow yourself 15 minutes extra in bed by going to bed 15
     minutes earlier.

Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.
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