

Welcome

Hi there and thank you so very much for taking the time to learn with me. I truly hope you will find the thoughts in this book helpful.


In case you don’t know me, let me share a few words about my journey towards developing the school of thought I call Natto.

Before we get started, one important thing. Although this book is written primarily as an adaptation of Natto for insomnia I believe it can be helpful no matter what troubles you have.

In fact, when you read the word trouble, troubles or Trouble, feel free to substitute it with anything you wish. Anything that commonly is referred to as “chronic” works particularly well whether it is chronic pain, chronic fatigue, chronic anxiety or chronic depression.

The reason, as you will see, is that anything becomes chronic when it is maintained by the desire to make it go away! It becomes what we call a circular problem.

With this said, I want to again say welcome, thank you for being here, and let’s get started!
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The path to Natto

When I was a sleep fellow at the University of Chicago, I was fortunate enough to have been taught the basics of CBTi. CBTi stands for cognitive behavioral therapy for insomnia and is widely considered the gold standard for anyone with trouble sleeping.


When I graduated in 2011, it dawned on me how big of a problem insomnia really was. At social functions I’d always answer questions about how to sleep better. Primary care colleagues asked me what medications were the best. Many days I had more patients with insomnia than sleep apnea.

At this point, my understanding of insomnia was very rudimentary. I thought that people with trouble sleeping were simply spending too much time in bed. And if they just limited this enough, they’d eventually become so sleepy that they started sleeping, and that would be the end of that.

To tell the truth, this approach often worked! Or at least so it seemed.

When patients did well, it reinforced to me that the CBTi technique “sleep restriction” is effective. When it didn’t, I thought the patient was simply not willing to push themselves far enough and I kept encouraging them to spend less time in bed.

Over the years, and particularly after starting my YouTube channel in 2018, my understanding of insomnia started to develop.

I realized that insomnia almost always is driven by anxiety. But I still thought the best way to overcome that anxiety was by spending less time in bed. I thought that when a patient starts seeing more sleep happen, as a result of being more sleepy, then the anxiety about sleep would go away.

The problem I started to see however was that lack of sleep drive, not being sleepy enough wasn’t the main issue, rather it was effort.

I started to realize that the most fundamental truth was that the more you try the less you sleep. And consequently when you don’t try at all, you sleep very well. Furthermore I saw that there were some real problems with CBTi.

Staying up until a certain time and getting out of bed when not sleeping very easily became efforts. The core CBTi techniques sleep restriction and stimulus control often led patients towards exerting more effort and continuing to have trouble sleeping.

Even when CBTi “worked”, it often left patients in a vulnerable state. They believed that they had managed to control sleep using specific techniques and that they now should continue to manage sleep in order not to have insomnia again. This often led to a state of lingering low level anxiety. And when they for any reason had more trouble, the efforts increased.

The person who had “managed” their sleep with CBTi techniques now tried even harder to limit time in bed, which at best led back to “managing” sleep and at worst to escalating trouble. Or, they felt defeated and resigned to having insomnia indefinitely.

I started referring to these problems with traditional CBTi as the problems of implied controllability. There was a built in implication within the techniques used in CBTi that you could control sleep and control associations such as the association between sleep and the bedroom. In fact, the very word “technique” was in itself a part of the implied controllability problem.

At the same time these thoughts developed, I started to understand that insomnia was very similar to anxiety.

In both cases, the more you tried to get away from what troubled you, the more sticky those troubles became. Soon after, I realized that this was a general truth when it came to what was referred to as “mental health problems”.

Throughout this journey, I learned the most from my wife Jamie, Brooke Castillo, Sasha Stephens and from Nick Wignall.

Sometime in the summer of 2020 I found that I described many phenomena that didn’t have a name.

A sleep effort is anything you do with the intent and purpose of producing and/or preserving sleep. This was an established definition from CBTi that was very practical. Knowing that thoughts and habits were common enough to have a name, I realized, was in itself very reassuring to someone with trouble sleeping. Also, becoming more methodical would make coaching more effective.

In the spirit of sleep efforts, I started naming and describing common thoughts and habits in a document.

I wasn’t sure whether what I was doing at this point was development of CBTi or whether I was creating a new school. But I was more and more leaning towards the latter.

I felt that there were many problems with traditional CBTi and sticking with this name would be confusing. Also, it wouldn’t allow me to create courses, programs and memberships that could be branded. I wanted people to know what to expect when hearing of whatever I would name this new philosophy.

As I was looking for a name, I knew that something describing less attachment would be perfect. The reason being that everyone I spoke to who no longer had trouble sleeping said that “not caring anymore”, or some variation of this, was what made all the difference.

It sounded sort of odd, who doesn’t care about their sleep? But it also made tons of sense. Because the more you want to sleep the less sleep you get. After some pondering, I realized that it wasn’t entirely true that they “didn’t care”. They still cared about their sleep like we all do, but they were less attached. They had gotten to a place where both sleeping well and sleeping little were acceptable. This was the key.

One day in August of 2020 I believe, my wife told me about something that bothered her somewhat. But, she said, she was not attached to the outcome. I smiled and said “you’re natto”.

That acronym, as soon as I said it, stuck with me. I loved what it represented and also the snappy, fresh sound. I also thought it would make a nice hashtag!

And that’s it! That’s the story of how I started putting together the school I call Natto.

One last thing. If you’re familiar with philosophies including but not limited to various forms of Buddhism, ACT, meta cognitive therapy, mindfulness meditation and yoga (all the limbs, not just the asanas!), you may wonder what's new here. Isn’t the path towards less attachment something that has been described in depth already?

It is very true that Natto is the same path, there’s nothing principally new there. But what I hope to offer is a variation that for many can be more tangible and practical.

Instead of presenting one overarching insight that can diffuse all trouble, I aim to lead you there thought by thought.

My goal is to present you with the vast majority of the thoughts you’ve had during your troubles and show you why these thoughts have kept you in an attached state. I think that within several of the practices above, you can find a path to an unattached state of mind and inner peacefulness for the rest of your life. But when you’re struggling with a circular problem, the step may be too big.

When you’re in the midst of a battle, it may be very difficult to see things for what they are and abandon the battle without understanding what the battle was all about. If you are up in arms, trying to figure out a way to get even a wink of sleep, then sitting down to meditate with no intent and without judgment may be very difficult. For those interested in a mental wellness practice (especially if you have attempted to establish one but felt that it was hard or not helpful), I believe Natto can become a stepping stone. A bridging path that takes you to a place where you can fully embrace a more profound journey.

Regardless of what you would like beyond removing yourself from the circular problem you’re in, I hope you’ll find everything you need in these teachings. If you find anything missing or anything that you think could make Natto more helpful, please let me know!


The Framework

Before we get to the nuts and bolts, let’s take a look at the big picture. I think this will really set you up to get the most value from this book.

Let’s start with some terminology.

When someone is struggling with a circular problem (one that is maintained by the attempt to escape said problem) they are in a state of attachment to the outcome. I will call this atto.

The destination for the student is a state of non attachment to the outcome. I will call this natto. When I capitalize (Natto) I refer to the school, when I use lower case (natto) I refer to a state of mind.

Now onto the big picture!

Firstly, I want you to know that my intent with Natto is for it to be practical and effective. It is a very direct approach and I have tried my very best to avoid any fluff or complexity that doesn’t serve any purpose. I decided however to keep this very sentence because it does serve the purpose (hopefully) of bringing you some amusement. Smiling is very helpful and easily forgotten when we talk about something very serious like Natto!

Secondly, Natto is non static. I hope for it to evolve over time to help students like you become less attached in ever more efficient ways.

Thirdly, Natto is non dogmatic, it absorbs from any school that can help its students approach natto.

Finally, Natto aims to be free of judgement! But it’s nowhere near a perfect philosophy, please be kind and gentle when you approach it. Please try to have oversight with any imperfections that you find and remember that in Natto, we are all both students and teachers. Perhaps most importantly, extend kindness and gentleness to yourself.

As my promise is for Natto to be efficient and logical, let’s take a second and look at the hierarchy of teachings.

A model is an overarching, multi component system of thoughts that explains something fundamental. A way is sort of like a method in itself. It is a broad approach that may include several habit changes or suggestions. A concept is a more narrowly defined explanation of a thought or experience that you’ve had. An analogy is an analogy!

In Natto as of this writing we have three models, seven ways, thirty one concepts and a handful of analogies.

Very well, now that we have a framework, let’s zoom in and look at the details! We will start with a roadmap that will give you a sense of direction and also will serve as a nice way to introduce the three models and one important concept.

Let’s do this!


The roadmap

When you observe anything with concentration, you find patterns. This is how the roadmap came to be. It’s a product of active immersion and passive processing. Let me tell you what my days were like in late 2020 and you’ll get the picture.


During my day job as a sleep physician, I would see about 20 patients per day of which perhaps 4-5 had insomnia. In between seeing patients I would answer comments on my YouTube channel about insomnia. I would have about 25 active clients on my insomnia app BedTyme. When I wasn’t answering questions, I would write blog posts and tweets on insomnia. When I read a book, it was non fiction work where I hoped to learn something that applied to insomnia. In between all the active work, I would ponder and try to come up with new ways to teach and new insights.

This was the active immersion. The passive processing happened in between.

So it happened that I woke up one morning with this roadmap almost completely finished in my head! I immediately recognized it as a practical tool for both students and coaches.

I felt that a roadmap where a student not only can see where they are but also what their next steps may be would give them a clear sense of direction. As for the coach, it would help them see what the student needed help with to move towards natto.

Now that you know the backstory - let’s look at the roadmap!

The eighth stages

0 - Oz

You are bewildered. Bizarre things are happening to you and you have no clue why. You are grasping at straws.

Action needed

Study the perceived threat model. Understand that insomnia comes from anxiety and that you are scared.

1 - Reverse Rabbit Hole

You know that you are scared and anxious. But you think your case is different and you feel hopeless.

Action

Understand the type two concern and why your brain always points you towards reasons that your case is different.

2 - Kansas

You know that your insomnia is ordinary. But you are not sure why it keeps going.

Action

Study the Trouble & Desire model. Understand that your Desire for sleep is what is causing your Trouble sleeping.

3 - Chasing arrows

You understand that your Desire for sleep is the reason you have ongoing insomnia. But you wonder what role circumstances such as past life events, medications, supplements and your environment plays.

Action

Study the Gas & Brake model. Understand how sleep is regulated and that external factors cannot produce sleep and past events cannot prevent sleep from happening.

4 - Easy rider

You understand sleep and why you have had trouble sleeping. Your foundation is set. But you are still suffering.

Action

Reduce action. Letting go of sleep efforts and attempts at controlling sleep.

5 - Cool down

You are less worried. But you may not sleep more/better.

6 - The reward

You sleep better. But you may feel more tired.

7 - Post game

You sleep well and feel rested

Action for steps 5-7

Reduce action further. Consider the way of reducing effort by reducing opportunity, the way of befriending wakefulness, the timeless way & more.

8 - Immunity

You sleep well and fully understand why you had trouble sleeping. You have many nights of little sleep (like all humans) but you never again have insomnia. You are natto.

If you feel a bit confused right now, no sweat! The roadmap will make more and more sense to you as you understand all the models and teachings.

Do take note of the following.

Steps 1-4 are active (I often refer to this part as Set it). This is why the first part of the process for many is easier. There are specific models to study that take you from 0 to 4. 
Steps 5-8 are passive (I refer to this part as Forget it). The passive nature of the second part is what often makes it more challenging. However, just having gotten to the second part you’ve covered a lot of ground.

Because when you’ve understood your mind and how it operates, you’re much less likely to go backwards towards Oz. A seed has been planted and although it may take time, the passive part follows once the foundation is set.

Now that we have a roadmap, let’s start going over the key teachings!

Step 0 to 1 - The perceived threat model

Our five core emotions and their practical purposes

The person who has the most to learn on their path to not struggling is the person who is completely baffled and bewildered.

When you’re grasping at straws, spending every waking moment trying to figure out what is happening to you, you are in what I call Oz. You’re in a land where strange and often very unpleasant things are happening to you.

A great place from which to start the journey from Oz is the perceived threat model. We need to first spend a few minutes on how the mind works for this model to make the most sense. Here’s the starting point - the brain is a survival machine.

Reflect upon this for a second. Let this statement sink in, and then, inspect your body.

Look at your fingers and feet. Consider your eyes and mouth. Why do you have these?

It’s pretty obvious isn’t it? We have feet so we can walk and a mouth so we can eat. True. But why do we need to walk or eat? And why do we need to see or manipulate things with our fingers?

Well guess what, it all boils down to survival. Every cell in our body has one single purpose - to make sure we survive. Or to be even more precise, to make sure our genes are passed on and our species survives.

You have feet so you can get to food or away from a fire and survive. You have a mouth so you can ingest food and survive. You have fingers so you can open a nut or scratch an enemy and survive. You have eyes so you can move towards safety and away from danger and survive.

Now turn your attention to your brain. Guess what it’s purpose is?

Yes that’s correct, survival. Just like the body in general, every cell in the brain is there to make sure our genes are passed on, that our kind does not perish.

Our five core emotions are just one example of how very practical the mind is. Consider for a moment the practical purpose of happiness, sadness, disgust, anger and fear. Why do we have these emotions?

Let’s start with an easy one: disgust. When you see that microorganisms have created multiple foul smelling discolored craters in a perfectly good piece of cheese, you feel disgusted. Your stomach turns and you may even feel a desire to throw up. Disgust protects us from ingesting something potentially harmful.

On a side note, more refined people can have a completely different reaction when thinking about that same cheese (!). This shows that how two people think about the same thing can produce completely different emotions. So can a change in your own thinking. More about this later.

For now, we have seen that the emotion disgust exists for the practical purpose of keeping us safe from being poisoned.

How about happiness? What’s its purpose?

This one is often less obvious. It may seem like it’s there simply to make us feel good. Which of course is true. But what’s the practical purpose of feeling happy?

Happiness is the only comfortable core emotion we have. It’s the only emotion that isn’t aimed at saving us from a threat but to ensure that we survive by promoting non defensive survival behavior.

When you decide to throw a baby shower for your sister, you do that not to save yourself from destruction but because you think it would make her happy. And yourself too. And everyone else involved as well. It would require some work, but there’s that sweet reward of happiness that makes it worth it.

Here’s the thing. Happiness is only the motivator, the true benefit of getting together is to strengthen a social bond. To build or maintain relationships that can save you when you’re threatened. This is an example of the practical purpose of happiness.

Happiness is an emotion that promotes survival by making us take proactive action like scavenging for roots or going on a date.

Now that you see the pattern, anger and fear become very obvious. They keep us safe by making sure we fight back when threatened or run for cover. Anger is deployed when we estimate that our chances of winning are good. Fear is deployed when we consider our position weak. We may fight in both scenarios but when fearful, we fight from a place of desperation. When angry, from a place where self defense looks like a safe option.

We will come back to fear in a second, because it is the emotion that drives insomnia. But before we do, let’s talk about the last core emotion, sadness.

Sadness may be the emotion that has the least obvious practical value. When does it ever increase our chances of survival to be sad?

There is in fact a scenario where non action is your best bet. When you face unfavorable odds.

Imagine that you’re out gathering food and a large walnut falls into a crevice. You try reaching it with your fingers and with a stick. You try prying the crevice open with a rock. No luck. This is when you feel sad. The emotion of sadness comes from the realization that you have no means of being successful. Sadness signals that it’s no use, that you should give up.

And when you abandon an endeavor that was not going to succeed, your chances of survival are maximized.

Sadness also has the benefit of eliciting empathy and support from others, further increasing your chances of survival.

That’s it. We have seen how emotions have very practical purposes and now we will turn our attention to an example where the emotion fear is extremely helpful: when we face a raging grizzly bear.

The grizzly bear

What core emotion again do you think would dominate when you see a mad grizzly bear run towards you? That’s right, fear.

When you are faced with a real, tangible, physical threat, your brain is in it’s zone. This is exactly what it was designed to deal with. When the threat is rotten fish, it deploys disgust. When it’s the futile efforts of farming without reliable water supply, it deploys sadness. When there’s an imminent threat that you have poor chances of defeating, it deploys fear.

When fear is deployed, you are given two options, fight or flight. Either you scare off the grizzly bear by making yourself look big and menacing and perhaps even taking a swing at it. Or, you run to safety. Both are excellent options because they maximize the chances of the best outcome, life.

In a world where tangible, physical threats dominated the human experience, our brains were the perfect instrument. Fast forward a few thousand years, and things are very different.

Grizzly bears, poisonous mushrooms and enemy tribes are things we rarely face in our day to day lives. But the human brain still operates much the same way. It surveys for threats and takes its job as a survival machine very seriously. And when the brain gets a bit confused, we easily get into trouble.

When it comes to insomnia, here’s what happens.

At some point you were stressed. Perhaps you recall exactly what happened that time or perhaps it isn’t clear at this point. It really doesn’t matter. What does matter is knowing that there was a moment when you slept little and your brain took notice. At that moment, lack of sleep surfaced on the radar. Lack of sleep was identified as a potential or actual threat to your safety. And this is where things got really tricky.

Here’s the thing: to the brain a threat is a threat.

The brain doesn’t distinguish a tangible physical threat like a grizzly bear from one that actually cannot harm you like wakefulness. Remember that lack of sleep or sleeplessness really is the same thing as being awake or wakefulness. Now when a threat that seems dangerous and difficult to defeat appears, the dominant emotion becomes fear.

With fear comes one or both of two survival strategies, fight and flight. These are great when deployed as a response to a charging grizzly bear, but when the threat is a perceived one, something very unhelpful happens.

You cannot outrun or defeat a perceived threat like wakefulness. When you try and the threat is still there, the brain’s interpretation becomes that the threat is particularly dangerous. And with a particularly dangerous threat, the response becomes more fight and flight. Which (as you still can’t hide from or conquer a perceived threat) makes the threat appear even more impossible to shake and even more fight and flight is deployed. Now you have insomnia.

Now you have a circular problem that is driven by the attempts at escaping said problem.

This is helpful to understand so make sure you read through the above paragraphs a few times in case it doesn’t make sense the first time.

One thing that is important to clarify is what those attempts at trying to escape sleeplessness/wakefulness are.

Anything you do to be more asleep or be less awake are attempts at escaping the perceived threat of wakefulness. This includes things like black out curtains, meditation, supplements, soothing sounds, medications, relaxation exercises or anything else you’ve done with the intent and purpose of making yourself sleep. Another word for these attempts is sleep efforts. More on sleep efforts later.

At this point, we need to talk about one more important part of the perceived threat model: the cave.

The cave

One common objection when you hear that anything you do to escape being awake makes you have more trouble is that you recall this one thing that actually worked.

When you took that medication, or when you were very physically active, that did indeed help. You slept more and worried less. Isn’t this evidence that you actually can escape even a perceived threat?

No. But you can find a cave.

In fact, this is exactly what you’re looking for when you’re scared. You’re looking for a safe place where the Grizzly bear can’t get you.

And when you believe for example in a medication, or in the power of exercise, then that can boost your courage. You feel you have something at your disposal that can make you safe. Something that can help you sleep. Something that keeps you out of reach from the claws and jaws of that bear. You have a safe cave.

Here’s the thing, it truly feels good having found some safety and some control. And you do sleep better when you’re less scared. There’s no doubt about that whatsoever. The cave feels good. Until it doesn't.

The problem with being in the cave is that the underlying confusion hasn’t changed at all. You still believe that there is a Grizzly bear out there looking for you. You’ve just found a safe hiding spot. And sooner or later, you’ll see the bear again.

When you’re going through some stress or change, you sleep little even when you take the medication or do your exercise. And now, it’s as if even the cave isn’t safe anymore. You’re once again face to face with the Grizzly bear and you have to go deeper into the cave or find a new one.

Now the cave doesn’t seem so appealing any more. The place you went to for safety becomes more and more of a prison.

And this all happened because it felt like something did work. It felt good having some safety, a shelter, a hiding place.

This is why it is so important not to look for a cave but rather to understand that there is no Grizzly bear! There’s just a little confusion that’s all. Because when you see this, the cave actually no longer is a problem!

You can now see with clarity what direction you should be heading in: outside to befriend wakefulness, rather than inside to escape it. And when you have this clarity, you can look at having been in a cave or looking for one as an important educational step in your journey.

A few more things

All right we have nearly finished this chapter (!) but before we move on, just a clarification in case insomnia isn’t what you’re experiencing right now but something like anxiety or pain.

Just like the brain can identify wakefulness as a threat, so it can identify emotions or sensations as threats that need to be escaped. When emotions such as anxiety or sadness are identified as threats, in the way described above, they become more and more dominant parts of your life as you try to escape them. The same applies to pain and fatigue.

One thing that becomes very clear when you see that ongoing insomnia, anxiety, depression, chronic fatigue and pain are the results of a simple misunderstanding is that the key to not suffering lies in mindset. Teaching the brain to no longer think of human experiences such as being awake, uncomfortable emotions or unpleasant sensations as threats leads to a place where none of them bother you. And that’s what all the teaching in Natto sets out to do.

Befriending wakefulness is a core Natto way for insomnia that you’re going to learn much more about later on. But here you have the rationale for it. The reason it is so important not to escape but rather to be friends is that this is the way out of any circular problem you are in. Befriending wakefulness or anxiety/sadness/fatigue/pain, the very thing you’ve wanted to get away from can at first seem ridiculous. Or scary.

If you’re thinking “How on earth am I going to do that?” at this point, no sweat!

This is where Natto is different from other schools. Instead of sweeping generalizations and broad strokes, we are going to get super practical.

We are going to go thought by thought. You are going to find all the concerns and questions you have addressed in a model or way or concept or analogy. If you don’t, let me know so we can further the teachings.

At this point, all you need to do is have faith in the teaching and guess what, if you’ve understood the perceived threat model you’re already taking the first big step. You’re leaving Oz. You’re no longer puzzled and bewildered. You know why you’ve struggled.

Well done!

With this said, let’s move on to our next chapter in which you will see that although you are special and unique, your troubles aren’t.

Step 1 to 2 - The type two concern

One of the most common concerns from someone with trouble sleeping is that you have a particular circumstance that is unique and truly points to something being wrong with you beyond anxiety.

As you can imagine, it’s very difficult to get to a place where you sleep well if you think that there’s something wrong with you or that your case is different.

In this chapter we will look at why your brain often points to things that seem like proof that your case really is different and that all you’ve experienced cannot simply have come from anxiety. This is very important because when you understand where these thoughts come from, you can easily see that you don’t have to give them any credibility.

More specifically, we will look at a concept we call a type two concern. And a great classic story we will use to illustrate how the brain works is the one about the boy who cried wolf.

For those of you who never heard the story of the boy who cried wolf, here’s the gist of it:

A boy is up on a hill caring for the villagers' sheep. When getting bored, he cries wolf. The villagers rush to the hill and reprimand him when they find there wasn’t any wolf. The boy soon after cries wolf a second time for the same reason and again is reprimanded. After the villagers return to the village a wolf truly appears. When the boy cries wolf a third time, the villagers assume he is not truthful and take no action. Things don’t end well for the boy.

Now a question to see if you have been paying attention. The human brain is which of the following?

A - A repository for information

B - A survival machine

C - A command center

Yes that’s right. Although you can make the case for “All of the above”, B is the correct answer. Because all the functions of the brain exist for the purpose of survival.

So what does this have to do with the boy who cried wolf? A bunch it turns out.

To fully understand we need to introduce two concepts at this point, the type one error and the type two error. If you’re familiar with statistics, you may be familiar with the concern about making either of two types of mistakes.

A type one error is a false alarm. It is believing that there is a problem (or correlation when used in the world of statistics) when there isn’t one. The villagers committed a type one error twice when they believed the boy who cried wolf.

A type two error is not believing that there is a problem when there in fact is one. The villagers committed a type two error when they didn’t believe the boy who cried wolf that third time. And this, the type two error is something your brain is very afraid of committing.

Insomnia by the way is in itself a type one error. It is a false alarm. It is believing there’s something wrong with you like a broken sleep switch/neurotransmitter imbalance/hormonal problem when that’s actually not the case. We won’t spend more time on this point since all the teaching here will allow you to see that there’s nothing wrong with you (!). However, it’s worth taking note of the fact that insomnia is a type one error for the purpose of getting the most out of this chapter.

Now, what we will focus on here is the type two error. Or rather, the concern about committing a type two error.

As you know, your brain is a survival machine. And it takes its job very seriously. The way you experience this is by way of thoughts pointing out how your insomnia is different from that of others.

When you think that it is very strange that you are full of energy even though you barely slept at all, this is your brain warning you that something unusual is happening. It's saying “You must not miss this.”

When you hear of how someone else got past their insomnia with Natto (or any other form of educational path) and think “But my insomnia started after I quit taking medication.” or “But my insomnia is related to my hormones because I’m pregnant/in menopause.” or “But I have so much anxiety.” or “But I’m not anxious at all and still don’t sleep.” or any sentence that starts with “But”, this is your brain expressing concerns about committing a type two error.

Your brain does not want to leave you on a hill as wolf fodder. It wants to keep you safe!

This is why your brain is always actively looking for signs that your insomnia is different.

You’ve had it since childhood. You’re not stressed. You only have it when you don’t take your meds. You have no problem staying asleep, only falling asleep. You have no problem falling asleep, only staying asleep. Medications don’t do anything for you. You have out of body experiences. Your body jerks when you fall asleep. Awareness of falling asleep jolts you awake. You hear things or see things when you are falling asleep or waking up that aren’t real. You have extremely vivid dreams. You literally don’t sleep at all for days. Your circadian rhythm seems to be a non 24 hour type. You never feel sleepy. You feel physically ill. You feel nauseous and want to vomit.

Looking for reasons that your insomnia has changed is also a way the brain is monitoring for potential type two errors. You have never had it this bad. You used to have trouble falling asleep but now you have trouble staying asleep. You have a weird new pattern. Doing something always worked but now even this isn’t working.

As you were going through these lists, did you find your brain looking for something that wasn’t there. The one thing that proves that you truly are different?

If so, that’s the perfect example of how the brain is always trying to keep you out of harm's way!

Because if you don’t have “ordinary insomnia”, then perhaps reading this book is just a waste of time. Perhaps you should have a sleep study or an MRI or blood testing to make sure there’s nothing wrong with your body.

Here’s the thing, this concern about committing a type two error is a common reason you stay attached and get stuck. This is why I’m going to great length here to make sure you understand why your brain is always suggesting to you that your insomnia is unusual and not like that of others. Or that it has changed.

If you recognize these thoughts, that’s great! Because they are evidence that what I say here is accurate.

Your brain is a survival machine and that’s what it was designed to be. You don’t need to change that. In fact you can’t! But simply by understanding how it works you can now easily deploy kindness (thank you brain for having my back) and detachment (I get what you’re saying but I think sticking to the program is best for me) when these thoughts pop up.

If you on the other hand have felt that your insomnia is in fact similar to that of others, you know that it is caused by anxiety, and you don’t have the type of thoughts we have talked about here, that’s fantastic too! This means that your brain’s safety center has not been worried about a type two error. One less thing for you to work on!

When your brain has no concerns about committing a type two error, when you believe that your insomnia indeed is psychological then you have one less obstacle to worry about. And that’s always very helpful!

Concerns about committing a type two error is probably the least intuitive concept in this book. It’s a bit tricky. The way I find it easiest to understand is imagining those villagers hearing the boy crying wolf after having read a book saying that there is no wolf. It’s hard for them as they hear the cries to shake the thought “but, what if there really IS a wolf”!

This I find illustrates the concern well and also sets the stage for self-compassion.

Nobody would fault the villagers for being concerned about the boy. So too you needn't fault your brain for trying to always keep you safe.

Just gently remind yourself that when you think of your insomnia as strange or unusual, different from that of others, it has more power over you. It appears more scary and you may think that what has worked for others (education and habit change) won’t work for you.

And in addition to knowing what’s up when your brain suggests that your case is different, looking for evidence that your case is the same as that of others can be very helpful.

When you listen to someone who shares their story of getting past insomnia, listen for thoughts that are similar to yours. If they’re not identical, then focus on the similarities.

Because when you truly know that nothing strange or unusual is happening, you’re setting the foundation for becoming natto and never struggling again!

Step 2 to 3 - The Trouble & Desire model

Congratulations, you’re in Kansas!

You’ve seen that there’s nothing unusual about your troubles sleeping and that these troubles come from a place of confusion in your brain's survival machinery.

What you may be wondering now however is, why does your troubles keep going? Why is it that nothing you’ve done has led you to a place of sustained relief?

To answer these questions and take another step towards natto, let us study the Trouble & Desire model.

What we need to start with is defining the three components of this model: Circumstances, Trouble and Desire.

Circumstances are the things that happen in the universe that you have no direct control over. This includes the past. What happened 15 years ago or 5 minutes ago are both circumstances. Ongoing circumstances include health conditions and the environment where you live.

What’s important to stress about circumstances is that these are things we either can never change, or cannot readily change.

Trouble, this one is obvious. It’s trouble sleeping or experiencing anxiety often or whatever it is that is troubling you.

Desire here is important. It is not desire as in wanting something. We all want to sleep well, nothing wrong with that! Rather it is the much stronger wanting, the longing, craving, urging, begging for, hoping for, negotiating for something. It’s akin to unreciprocated love. It is wanting something very badly and not understanding why it keeps escaping you. That’s Desire with a capital D.

Ok we are all set! We have our three components and can start building our model.

What we need to see first is that Circumstances can create Trouble. For example, having lost a pet can make you have trouble sleeping.

There’s really nothing surprising about this. In fact, if a friend told you their beloved dog just passed away and they slept great, you would think that odd. We intuitively understand that circumstances that cause us to be upset can disrupt our sleep.

Now let’s add an intensity level to Trouble and Desire. Let’s say that they can range from 0 to 5. 0 equals no Trouble or Desire and 5 equals the strongest possible Trouble or Desire.

Let’s say that your friend’s loss led to an increase in Trouble from 0 to 1. She had a hard time falling asleep and woke up twice after nightmares.

Now this next part is very important. If your friend during these sad times doesn’t do anything in particular to improve her sleep, if she considers it entirely normal that she’s not sleeping well, then it is only a matter of time until her Trouble score goes from 1 back to 0. The Circumstance is no longer close in time and is not as upsetting. And soon enough she will be back in the virtuous state of 0 Trouble and 0 Desire.

She will be back to not thinking about sleep and sleeping well.

Now imagine that something different happens. After a night of little sleep, shortly after losing her companion, a thought arises in her brain: I shouldn’t have slept that little.

This understandable thought, which comes from a place of the brain wanting to make sure she’s safe, seems quite ordinary and harmless. But it is in fact the source of all insomnia. Because this micro-judgement, this implication that there may be something wrong, triggers Desire.

Instead of going back to a virtuous state of 0 Trouble and 0 Desire, she’s now starting to pay attention to her sleep. She’s wondering why she slept so little and whether she should do something to improve her sleep.

She is now in a 1 Trouble and 1 Desire state. And something very important is about to follow.

Sleep is a passive process. Sleep happens when we are sleepy and the brain believes it is safe to sleep. And your friend's brain isn’t so sure that it is safe anymore. The Desire score is up and the brain is now looking out for problems. And because of this, she ends up sleeping even less the following night.

Her increased Desire has caused increased Trouble. She is suddenly in a 1 Desire and 2 Trouble state. Until the following day that is. Because now she’s getting seriously worried.

She’s analyzing what she has done differently during the day and buys some melatonin. Her Desire score is up. She’s at 2 Trouble and 2 Desire.

The virtuous cycle that would have occurred if it wasn’t for the thought “I shouldn’t have slept that little.” has been replaced by an insomnia spiral. The more she tries to figure out what’s happening and doing something about it the less she sleeps. Desire causes Trouble and Trouble causes Desire in a self-sustaining loop.

At this point, the Circumstance is of no importance and has nothing to do with her sleeping problems.

If she’s lucky, another Circumstance happens which leads her attention away from sleep and her Desire decreases, leading to better sleep again. She may completely forget about this brief period of insomnia or, she may remain in a sensitized state where the next time she is undergoing stress, she more rapidly develops trouble sleeping.

If she’s less lucky, she may go on to try medications, supplements, alternative approaches, CBT and more to reach a 5 Trouble and 5 Desire state where her life is consumed by her struggle with sleep.

Let’s pause here for a second.

What have we learned so far?

A key teaching point is that anything you can think of, whether it is stress, an undercooked chorizo, a health scare or your neighbor's cat, can cause you to have troubles sleeping. But if your Desire isn’t activated, those troubles become self limited. When the Circumstance changes, you go back to sleeping well.

Something else that is important to see is that most insomnia starts with a stressful Circumstance, but it can also start with an increase in Desire.

For example, someone may sleep perfectly well until their sleep tracker tells them they’re only getting 5 hours of sleep. This can trigger an increase in Desire from 0 to 1. Increased Desire this time causes increased Trouble and now the loop is activated.

Reading that you should get a certain amount of sleep, or that you should not wake up at night, or that you should feel refreshed every time you wake up, or thinking that the reason you feel tired during the day has to do with your sleep quality, these are common examples of things that can increase your Desire.

Now perhaps the most important part of the Trouble & Desire model is that it teaches us how to get back to a virtuous 0-0 cycle.

This is important.

When you’re in an insomnia loop, the solution seems to be to decrease the Trouble so that your Desire decreases and you start reversing the spiral. In other words, if you could just find a way to sleep more then you wouldn’t want to sleep so badly. But see, the Desire to reduce your Trouble, this IS the very reason you’re struggling so much!

So as hard as it is, you can’t work on reducing the Trouble, you have to work on reducing your Desire.

There’s truly no other way. Because again, anything you do to make sleep happen will keep you struggling for longer.

Now the question becomes: how to reduce the Desire?

How do you not Desire something that has been escaping you for so long?

Education is key.

When you are aware of why you’ve had troubles, when you understand that your thoughts and habits are the reason you’re not sleeping well, then you’re no longer automatically maintaining your Desire.

By simply being aware, you realize when you’re heading for that insomnia forum or looking up reviews for supplements that this is the reason sleep isn’t happening. And when this realization occurs, it becomes much harder to keep those insomnia maintaining habits going.

Self-kindness is also key. Not judging yourself even when you do things that you think probably aren’t in your best interest. You’ll read more about why self-compassion is so very important but I want to take every opportunity to point you in the direction of deploying gentleness towards yourself. It truly gets you unstuck.

There’s much more of course. Every line in this book was written to help you reduce your Desire so that you can leave whatever troubles you’ve had behind.

And by the way, reading this chapter was a great step in that direction!

Before we move along, a note here to the observant reader who remarked that we in fact already had an explanation for ongoing insomnia in the perceived threat model. Namely attempts at escaping a perceived threat. This is very true. And if you had already seen this clearly, then the Trouble & Desire model may have felt superfluous.

The reason however I think both are helpful is that they illustrate two aspects of circular problems - that both attempts at escaping a perceived threat and the Desire to achieve something keep the spiral going. Both running away and running towards are equally problematic.

However it may be a little easier to see that your Desire is maintaining insomnia. Because if it is not obvious that you’re trying to escape wakefulness, there’s no question that you Desire sleep. Because if you didn’t have a strong want to sleep more, you probably wouldn’t be reading this book!

Step 3 to 4 - The Gas & Brake model

Well done!

You’ve gotten to the chasing arrows step. We call it chasing arrows because the arrows of Trouble and Desire are chasing one another when you have a circular problem. You now understand how the mind works, that your insomnia is ordinary and that it is driven by your Desire.

But how about things like light and supplements? How about medications and your diet? Not to mention your bedroom environment and screens, what role do they play?

If you’ve had these questions, perfect. Because we are going to study the Gas & Brake model. You will see that things are much less complicated than what they seemed. In fact let’s start there. Let’s spend a few minutes on why you’ve come to believe that sleep is complicated and why this belief is standing in your way.

You’ve been told by reputable sources that something called sleep hygiene is important. You’ve heard that one should keep the temperature at a certain degree, keep light levels low and avoid screens at bedtime. You may also have heard that spicy food is a nono and that exercise before bedtime is to be avoided.

Add to this your own experiences.

You’ve tried a bunch of things, some of which seemed to help, but only sometimes. Other things never worked. Yet other things helped in the beginning but stopped working.

What you constantly hear you should and shouldn’t do plus the mixed results of your own experimentation easily can make you think that sleep is complicated. It can seem like there is a way to get it right, but you just haven’t gotten there despite all you’ve done.

The problem with thinking that sleep is complicated is that it makes you nervous. It’s anxiety producing. It keeps you in a state of experimenting and evaluating how your experiments turn out. Needless to say, all this preoccupation does not lend itself to peaceful slumber!

When you on the other hand see that sleep is regulated in a very uncomplicated manner, then you become less anxious and sleep comes easier.

Here’s the thing, there are only two factors you need to understand to see that sleep is simple. I call them the gas and the brake.

Imagine a car. It has a gas pedal and a brake pedal. The gas pedal makes it go and the brake pedal makes it stop. Guess what, sleep works in this same way.

Let’s start with the gas pedal. What is that one thing in the universe that is a prerequisite for sleep to happen? Sleep drive.

Sleep drive is your body’s want to sleep at any given moment. It’s also known as sleep pressure and is what we experience as sleepiness. The stronger that sleep drive is, the more likely that you will sleep. Now what’s also good to know is that only one thing builds sleep drive and that thing is…

...wakefulness!

In a yin and yang sort of way wakefulness is the only thing that can make you sleep, and without sleep you can’t maintain wakefulness.

So far we have seen that being awake is the only thing that can build sleep drive and that sufficient sleep drive is a prerequisite for sleep. Sleep drive is the gas pedal.

Now let’s move on to the brake in the sleep system.

The reason we have a brake pedal is for safety. There are times when you don’t want to be sleeping even if you’re sleepy.

If you realize you left the oven on just as you’re about to drift off, you immediately wake up because the brain wants to keep you safe.

The brake pedal is a safety stop and it’s pushed down by what we call hyperarousal.

Hyperarousal is a heightened state of alertness that is mostly caused by puzzlement, stress, curiosity, or excitement to name a few causes. It’s a hyper vigilant state of anticipation. Think of a 6 year old the night before Christmas or a teacher before the first day of school. It has a “something is about to happen but I don’t know exactly what” quality to it. The most common cause for hyperarousal when it comes to insomnia is unsurprisingly anxiety.

There we have it. Sleep drive is the gas and hyperarousal is the brake in our sleep system. And knowing that the gas and the brake are the two factors that determine if and how well we sleep, we can see that there are four possible conditions. Let’s go over these!

Imagine that someone goes to bed with one of the following four combinations.

No gas no brake.

In this scenario, sleep will not happen because there’s no sleep drive. However, there’s no hyperarousal either which means there won’t be any unpleasant alertness. Think of this condition as resting peacefully.

No gas yes brake.

In this scenario, sleep also will not happen because there’s no sleep drive. But as there’s hyperarousal present, it will be uncomfortable. Think of this as lying down tense, nervous and wide awake.

Yes gas yes brake.

This is perhaps the most common insomnia scenario. Think of it as a driving with both the gas and brake pedal pressed down. There’s sleep drive and hyperarousal present at the same time which creates very fitful and fragmented sleep. There are sudden awakenings to immediate full alertness. Think of it as seeing someone drive who’s never driven before.

Yes gas no brake.

This is where you’re heading. Sleep happens when sufficient sleep drive is present and there are no safety concerns or other reasons for hyperarousal.

Very well, now you know the Gas & Brake model! Now let’s see what we can learn from this model right away.

Studying the Gas & Brake model

Firstly, we see that nothing from the outside of your body makes you sleep. This is because nothing from outside your body can produce sleep drive. This includes medications, supplements, soothing sounds, meditation, breathing exercises and more.

So why is it, you may say, that you or someone else has experienced that something from the outside in fact did make you sleep?

Good question! And the answer to this lies in the brake pedal.

Sleep doesn’t happen if there’s little sleep drive, but even with a sufficient sleep drive, even with a very strong sleep drive indeed, sleep can be blocked by hyperarousal. And all kinds of things affect hyperarousal.

Before we go further, remember that emotions are produced by thoughts. How we feel is a direct result of what we think at any given moment. Anything that changes how you think will also change how you feel.

Back to the brake pedal, how much it is pressed down can be affected by many things and in two ways.

We know that hyperarousal is a result of thoughts and that thoughts have to be changed for the level of hyperarousal to change. So what are the two ways in which thoughts can be changed by something from the outside?

Let’s use the example of a sleeping pill to illustrate.

The first way in which a sleeping pill can change your thoughts is through sedation. When you are very sedated, it becomes difficult for the brain to construct thoughts. It’s actually not so much that the thought content changes with sedation, rather it is that thoughts that are complex enough to produce hyperarousal become difficult to put together.

Think of this as someone under heavy influence of alcohol. Before falling into a heavy yet restless sleep, the type of thoughts the brain can put together are not very complex. If it does manage to string together a complex thought, it’s still difficult for the brain to maintain focus on it.

When the brain no longer produces thoughts that create hyperarousal, the brake pedal is dysfunctional. It’s actually disabled. And when sedation renders the brake pedal out of order, sleep drive can produce sleep.

So this is the first way something from the outside can reduce the action of the brake pedal, by disabling it.

Let’s now look at the second way a sleeping pill can affect the brake pedal.

Remember how hyperarousal is a product of our thoughts and only changing thoughts can reduce hyperarousal? Well a second way taking a sleeping pill changes your thoughts comes from how you think about the pill!

If you’ve taken a pill many times and you’ve slept afterwards, your brain may have made the assumption that the pill does make you sleep. When you take the pill, you think “This will make me sleep.” When you think this, you no longer try to figure out what to do to sleep. Your thoughts go towards other things unrelated to sleep. When your thoughts are no longer maintaining hyperarousal, the brake is lifted and sleep drive allows sleep to happen.

If you’re taking a pill for the first time and think “This will make me sleep.”, the same thing happens, because the thought is the same!

To summarize these two ways, we have seen that disabling the brake pedal through sedation from an outside source or reducing braking by delegating the work you think is needed to an outside source (aka placebo effect) both result in less braking action and the opportunity for sleep to happen.

Now let’s spend a little time using the Gas & Brake model to our advantage by looking at some key teaching points.

Firstly, we now understand why “nothing works”. In fact we understand not only why nothing you’ve tried has made you sleep well indefinitely, but also why those things you’ve tried actually have made it more and more unlikely for sleep to happen. It’s all about understanding how things affect both the gas and the brake pedal.

Let’s use black out curtains as an example.

You know now that black out curtains can’t produce sleep drive, only wakefulness can. In other words, black out curtains have no impact on the gas pedal. But, installing those black out curtains do have an impact on your brake pedal!

When you sleep no better in complete darkness, a common thought becomes “Not even this worked, there must be something seriously wrong with me.” How do you think this thought will affect your level of hyperarousal?

Needless to say, it will produce more braking action!

Now multiply this braking action by everything you can think of that you’ve tried to sleep, and you clearly see how that brake pedal can get jammed all the way down to the floor!

If you at this moment think “Wait a minute, but some things I’ve done have actually worked…”, perfect! Because that’s exactly where we were going next.

Now that you understand the Gas & Brake model, ask yourself this: why is it that the hot bath or heavy exercise or meditation practice does seem to work?

Is it working on the gas pedal or the brake pedal?

When you do, you’ll find that it’s working on the brake pedal. Which means, it’s not the thing you do (or the thing you avoid!) that reduces hyperarousal, but how you think about the thing you do (or avoid!). That’s what again is known as the placebo effect. Now if the thing that works is alcohol or a drug, it can also disable the brake. The point being, there’s no mystery!

The hot bath didn’t make you sleep, but it made you think in a way that reduced hyperarousal. Exercise didn’t make you sleep, but perhaps it distracted you from thinking about sleep, thereby lifting the brake pedal.

But wait you may say, aren’t there some things that have a direct impact on the sleep system, like caffeine?

This is true, there are stimulant substances that can produce alertness that is not thought driven. And perhaps other things too have some direct impact on the sleep system unrelatedly to wakefulness and thoughts. But here’s the thing, they don’t matter!

If you drink Diet Pepsi instead of regular Pepsi you may sleep 13 seconds less. If you do Pilates instead of yoga you may sleep 22 seconds more. Wearing contacts may subtract 5 seconds compared to glasses. All this may be true. But guess what, deliberating which is best: Diet Pepsi or regular Pepsi, Pilates or yoga, contacts or glasses, now that deliberation can make you lose hours and hours of sleep!

And as for coffee, the same applies. Tons of things can have an impact on sleep (use common sense!), but the only thing that can produce insomnia is our thoughts and habits.

We will leave the Gas & Brake model for now but make sure it makes sense to you before moving on. It is very important to understand how sleep works because it makes it much easier to become less attached.

Mystery leads us towards exploration, confusion and attachment. Knowledge leads us towards non-achievement and liberation!

Step 4 to 8 - No action

Congratulations! You have reached the easy rider stage where you understand how circular problems like insomnia happen, that your Desire is maintaining your Trouble and how sleep is regulated.

You have completed the active part of the roadmap. You now know the vast majority of all you need to understand to reach a state of natto without much effort. Your foundation is set.

Now this doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re sleeping any better!

This is because sleeping well comes from a place of exerting no effort. And although you fully understand that letting go is the way, letting go may still not be easy.

This is why we are now going to enter a different realm. The remainder of this book is all about exploring the thoughts you have that are maintaining you in atto. You are not going to learn much more about sleep, but a whole lot more about yourself! How your brain works and how you respond to the workings of your brain to be more specific.

The next part is typically the more challenging one. Taking in information simply for the purpose of understanding is fairly easy. Taking in information and using new knowledge to change your thoughts and habits in a transformative way, this requires courage.

This said, you now have a solid foundation and all I ask from you is to be as brave as you can.

There really is only one way to teach the brain that the grizzly bear it thinks is a thing called insomnia isn’t real. And that is to allow it to attack you, claws and all, without hiding or fighting back. Only then will your brain realize that it’s been fighting an idea. Only then will it see that there’s no grizzly bear, only grizzly fear.

Before we move along and start exploring the thoughts that are holding you back, let’s complete the roadmap so you know what to expect. The reason we no longer are going to talk about what action is required in each step is that the answer henceforth is always the same: less action.

Final stages

In the Cool down stage, you’re less anxious but you don’t sleep more or better. This can often seem odd and even worrisome. If you are less anxious you should be sleeping more shouldn’t you?

What’s important to know here is that there’s often a lag between being less anxious and sleeping better. Much of this lag simply comes from wondering why you’re not sleeping now that you’re less anxious! Remember that hyperarousal can come from curiosity and excitement. The rest of the lag comes from some residual hyperarousal that will go away as long as you simply stay in the path you’re on.

Being less anxious is a very big step in the right direction, it is evidence that you’ve done your work learning. Sleep is about to follow.

In the Reward stage, you’re sleeping more. It’s the reward from learning and from letting go.

What may happen in this stage that is important to know about is that you may feel more tired! This can seem odd and even worrisome. But there’s a very logical explanation for why this happens.

Imagine someone playing an intense game of basketball. If you would ask that person during the middle of the game if they felt tired they would say no. Because their adrenaline is pumping and blood is rushing throughout their body. But when they sit down, they certainly feel how tired they really are. This is because their adrenaline levels are lowered.

It is just the same when it comes to sleep. When you are in this intense battle, when you are hyper aroused, you may not notice how tired you are. Your fatigue is masked. But when you are letting go and the battle has ended, your fatigue is unmasked. You now fully feel how tired you are. This is nothing unusual or strange. Just another phase to go through. When you have slept well for sometime, you’ll feel rested again.

In the Post game stage, you sleep well and feel rested. But you may still think you did something actively to make yourself sleep and that this worked. This thought is the only difference between the Post game stage and Immunity.

You are doing really well but there’s still a risk that you may start trying to do things to make yourself sleep again. And then you could potentially end up having a lot of trouble sleeping again.

When you have reached the Immunity stage however, this never happens. Because now you have fully understood that you are sleeping well because you’re not doing anything to sleep well. And you realize that anything you do to try to improve your sleep will make you have more trouble.

This is the power of Immunity. You will have restless nights and sleepless nights, just like everybody else. But you will never ever think that this is strange or that there’s something wrong with you and you will never ever do something to try to sleep more. And you will never ever struggle with sleep again.

Very well, we have completed our roadmap!

What is important at this time is simply that you understand the foundational parts. If you feel that you have not quite reached the Easy rider stage, you may want to review the early chapters.

Now let’s move forward and explore some very important ways and concepts and analogies!


Natto ways

The way of befriending wakefulness

Out of all the ways and concepts in Natto, I believe befriending wakefulness may perhaps be the most important one. Because it goes to the heart of the troubles you’ve had like no other teaching. Let’s start with a rationale, some thoughts on why it’s so important, and then we will get very practical.

Remember the Grizzly bear? Remember how insomnia happens because your brain started to think there’s a real threat when there actually isn’t one? Well here’s the thing: that Grizzly bear is wakefulness.

It often seems like insomnia is a sleep problem. And of course that is true in a sense. But what you have problems with is actually not sleep. Sleep isn’t the thing you're trying to battle, conquer or defeat, rather it is wakefulness.

Insomnia probably should be thought of as a wakefulness problem. Because it is with wakefulness you have a problem.

If this doesn’t intuitively sound true, then think about it for a second, what is it that you’re trying to escape?

You may now think something like “I’m not sure what you’re saying here, I just want to sleep more.” If that’s the case, ask yourself what you want to have less of when you say you want to sleep more.

Yes that’s right, you want to have less wakefulness.

Wakefulness is the Grizzly bear that you’re trying to escape from. And seeing this in itself is really helpful.

Because when you “don’t want to have insomnia”, you’re trying to escape a poorly defined entity. And whenever something is poorly defined, mysterious or strange, it lends itself to fear or the unknown, aka anxiety.

But when something is clearly defined, when you know exactly what you’re dealing with, there is no unknown. And without an unknown, we can’t have fear of the unknown!

When you see that the thing you’ve been afraid of is something as ordinary and common as simply being awake, it is much easier to see that you’re in no danger whatsoever.

All humans are awake daily, and it never hurt anyone to be awake!

Finally, understanding that being awake is the Grizzly bear makes it much easier to befriend. And by befriend I mean turning a foe into a friend, a liability into an asset, a Grizzly bear into a teddy bear!

At this point, you’ve probably gotten the idea and may be thinking “Okay I see the point, but how do I do that?”

Excellent question and the timing is perfect because that’s exactly what we are going to talk about!

Exploring the way of befriending wakefulness

Let’s start with some introspection. What are some of the things you’ve been doing before going to bed? What have you typically been doing when you’ve woken up in the middle of the night?

Think about this for a second or two.

Now ask yourself, have those things you’ve done been intended to have less or have more wakefulness? Have you looked at being awake as a friend or a foe?

When you think about it, you’ve probably done a lot to escape wakefulness.

You have tried to keep your bedroom dark, you’ve taken in potions and herbs, you’ve avoided coffee and screens, all to not be awake so much. And as you now know, the more you try to escape a perceived threat, the more real it seems! And the stronger that Desire to sleep (or Desire to not be awake, which is the same thing!) the more Trouble you have.

So now that we know some specific ways in which you’ve tried to escape wakefulness, we can get specific about how to go in the opposite direction.

When it’s evening, the most helpful thing to do to befriend wakefulness is to do something you enjoy. It’s really that simple!

When instead of making it dark and cool, you enjoy a great Netflix show, then you’re making it okay to be awake. When you spend your evening doing things that have no particular purpose and intent, things you just feel like doing, then you’re turning the Grizzly bear into a teddy bear.

It’s not wrong in any way to do things that are relaxing by the way. If you do like dim lights and some rain sounds while having a cup of tea, fantastic! Just always be honest with yourself. Are you doing this because that’s simply what you like to do (perfect!), or are you trying to make yourself less awake?

So far, you may be going along thinking “Yes I can do that.” That’s great! Looking forward to bedtime often intuitively seems reasonable. What may make you balk at first is when I say that you have to befriend wakefulness whenever it happens. Including in the middle of the night.

Yes, you read that right. You have to befriend wakefulness even when it happens at the least convenient time.

Now you may think “So if I wake up at 2:30 AM and I can’t sleep, I’m supposed to be okay with that and do something I feel like doing?” And the short answer indeed is yes.

But the longer, and more helpful (!) answer is that anything that takes you towards okness with being awake is good. Befriending wakefulness should never make you feel forced or pressured.

To get really practical, here’s a great starting point.

When you find yourself awake at night, the first thing to do is to resist the urge to know what time it is. The timeless way is very important as well and we will talk about this at length in the next chapter. For now, just know that not knowing the time is helpful.

Secondly, you acknowledge that you are awake. This may sound silly, off course you’re awake, but the thing is that you often don’t want to accept this simple fact.

Remember that acknowledgment is not the same as resignation. To resign is to admit defeat, to think that you failed and that there’s nothing you can do about it. To acknowledge is simply to take note of something. “It’s too hot to throw that party today, what a bummer.” is resignation. “It’s 98 degrees today and we will do it another day.” is acknowledgement.

When you simply acknowledge that you are awake, that keeps you from becoming upset and trying to make yourself sleep. And it also frees you up to consider your options.

If you’re feeling warm and comfortable then a good option may be to simply stay in bed and think of something nice like a pleasant memory. If simply taking that inner journey doesn’t take your attention away from the fact that you are awake, then you can do something else.

You can stay in bed and read or watch some TV. Or you can leave the bed and do something creative or tune in to a podcast. It really doesn’t matter where you are or what you do as long as being awake is becoming acceptable to you.

Much has been said about conditioned arousal and how you should not be in bed when you’re awake. This comes from a simplistic understanding of insomnia. It is true that when you’ve had a lot of trouble sleeping just thinking about your bed can trigger anxiety. Well so can a yawning cat! There’s nothing wrong with your bed or the cat. The only problem is that being awake is associated with fear. And you can’t force associations.

You can’t force yourself to sleep so that you start associating the bed with sleep again. Trying to do so will just produce frustration and more troubles. Associations form by themselves. And when you’re starting to befriend wakefulness, in bed or elsewhere, your brain will stop associating wakefulness with fear. And then neither your bed or a yawning cat will be triggering to you.

Before we move along, I want to share the most common objection when I tell someone about befriending wakefulness. “If I start doing something I enjoy at night, won't I become more awake?” or “Won’t I train myself to be awake at night?”

When someone asks me this I reply “Now you’re onto something big! You’ve discovered that you don’t want to be awake at night!”

And I truly mean that this is a very important insight. If you felt a little worried as you read this chapter, if you became concerned that you may spend more time awake at night when you befriend wakefulness, then you have truly uncovered the reason you have trouble sleeping.

Even more reason to follow the way of befriending wakefulness!

The timeless way

Did you know that in societies where there’s no clock time, in pre-industrial hunter gatherer societies that still exist today, there’s no word for insomnia?

To me this is not the least surprising. Because if you’ve never even had the idea to measure your amount of sleep in minutes and hours, then you would never have gotten the idea that a certain amount is unacceptable. You also wouldn’t have gotten the idea to try to sleep more or track how you sleep.

This is just one way of illustrating the power of the timeless way.

Before we explore this key Natto way further, let’s look at why you’re probably aware of time in several ways. You’ll see that having a sense of time is a way to have a sense of control.

Let’s start with the most obvious way of having a sense of time, knowing the clock time at night. Take a second to ask yourself why you have been checking the time overnight?

Perhaps you’re thinking something along the lines of “I kinda just want to know what time it is.” Perhaps you have noted that it does make you anxious and you’ve tried to avoid checking the time but sometimes you just “happen to take a quick glance.” Perhaps you’ve deliberately been checking the clock every time you wake up because you want to know how much you’ve slept.

Here’s the thing, no matter how you’ve kept track of time at night, this habit comes from a place of trying to make sense of what's happening and regaining some sense of control.

Which is completely natural and expected!

Whenever we humans are faced with a problem, the first thing we do is try to understand the problem. Measuring and observing typically are very helpful approaches. Not only does it allow us to figure out what’s happening but it also gives us a way of checking if our attempts at fixing it work.

The problem is that insomnia is not a tangible threat, but a perceived one. And it behaves very differently from a tangible one like a broken engine!

When you try to control sleep, it signals to the brain that there truly is a problem that needs to be controlled. And when the brain thinks there’s a problem with sleep, then it becomes more apprehensive and guarded and less sleep happens.

As you can tell, letting go of attempts at trying to have control is very helpful when it comes to sleep. And a very powerful way of giving up any attempt at control is to not know what time it is at night.

Here’s the thing though, not having any clock available is fairly easy. You can do that immediately. What is a bit trickier is to not do the sleep math in your head!

Because even when you don’t know the clock time, the brain often still tries to calculate and measure. Now here’s a good way of moving away from the “internal clock watching”: deploying doubt.

When your brain says “It’s probably 2:30.” you go “But you don’t know that.” Whatever suggestion it comes up with, you question it and find ways of making the suggestions not credible. With time, when the brain realizes that you’re not taking it’s estimations too seriously, it will stop trying.

And by the way, the timeless way does not only apply to clock time, but also to estimation of how much you’ve slept.

If you think you slept any particular amount, then doubt this very much. If the thought that you slept this much or this little pops up, just take note if it without putting much faith in it. When you truly have no idea of how much you slept, and you’re not trying to find out, you’ve taken a big step away from control and towards sleeping well.

Timelessness all the time

So far we have talked about how the timeless way applies to any given night. It’s important to also know that this way applies over longer periods.

For the same reason that the brain wants you to know the time at night and know how much you’ve slept, it wants you to keep track of many other things. For example for how long you’ve had trouble sleeping, for how many nights you’ve had a stretch of sleeping better or sleeping less, and it also wants you to extend time monitoring into the future.

The brain also wants you to have a sense of how much longer you will have trouble sleeping. It will create questions like “If I have been on this program for 2 weeks, should I expect to sleep better that I am?” or “At what point should I be expected to sleep better?”

Wanting to know what lies ahead and for how long you’ve not slept well are also ways of trying to have some sense of control. And that, the Desire for a sense of control, always leads to more Trouble.

As hard as it is, it is very helpful to apply the timeless way in the short and long perspective.

When you don’t know the clock time at night, when you no longer try to know how much you’ve slept, when you don’t keep track of how long you’ve struggled and when you don’t wonder when the struggle will end, you have gone completely timeless.

And remember, timelessness is the answer for sleeplessness!

The kind and gentle way

I know I’ve said that the way of befriending wakefulness and the timeless way are perhaps the most important ways. Scratch that.

Actually, it will be very difficult for you to follow those ways if you don’t follow the kind and gentle way.

I believe this way is more foundational than any other. This is because when you aren’t deploying self-compassion, you very easily get stuck. And when you’re stuck, you cannot follow any way no matter how helpful it would be. Let’s explore!

For most with trouble sleeping, anxiety is the dominant emotion. And although anxiety is very uncomfortable (that’s the whole point with negative emotions (!), they are meant for us to take action and survive) it has the benefit of pushing you forward.

An anxious client who is in a place where they can listen and learn does very well.

Also, anxiety is a fear of something unknown or not clearly defined. Therefore, education is such a powerful way of reducing anxiety. And learning is fairly easy to do as long as the material is presented in a digestible way.

The second most dominant emotion when you have insomnia is frustration/anger/hopelessness.

Wait a minute you may say, those are three emotions! That’s true of course, but I think of them as one. Because when it comes to insomnia, they’re really just three intensity levels of an emotion that come from the inability to sleep. For simplicity, I will just say frustration going forward but remember that anger and hopelessness come from the same place.

Here’s the thing, frustration comes from not being able to make something happen. When we’ve tried for two hours to assemble a simple IKEA table and we are still at the third step, we feel frustrated. When our kids fling off their dirty shoes even when we’ve told them a million times where they go, we feel frustrated.

When it comes to insomnia, frustration can reach a whole new level.

When you’ve changed mattresses, slept in different rooms, done acupuncture and neurofeedback, drank a whole jar of holy water and slept no more, you feel frustrated. When you’ve meditated and studied CBTi, perfected your sleep hygiene, applied sleep restriction and stimulus control and still don’t see improvement, you become angry. When you’ve maxed out on tranquilizers and sedatives and sleep still doesn’t happen, you feel hopeless.

And when you feel hopeless, you start to believe that you are the problem and you start to get stuck. Because you’ve tried all these things that are supposed to make you sleep. So if none of them works, there must be something wrong with you right?

Absolutely not! You’ve just tried to do something that literally IS impossible!

This is very important. Sleep cannot be produced, yet you blame yourself for not being able to produce sleep. You are literally mad at yourself for failing to do something that cannot be done.

Up until you read this book, you may not have known about the Gas & Brake model. Even more reason not to be hard on yourself. Still, chances are that you will feel frustrated at some point going forward when you’ve slept little even though you understand sleep. Just remember that when you are angry at yourself, you in a way have no valid reason.

At which point you of course shouldn’t be angry at yourself for being angry at yourself for no valid reason! On the contrary, it’s best to go in the opposite direction. And this is where the kind and gentle way comes in.

As we have seen that frustration gets you stuck, it’s easy to see that the opposite of frustration will get you unstuck.

If frustration is being hard on yourself for not being able to do something, self-kindness is being kind to yourself no matter what.

If you think about it, you might as well go easy on yourself when you’re unable to do something that can be done like assembling furniture. But when you’ve tried to do something that literally no human being can do, produce sleep, then you have no excuse.

When you feel frustrated, angry or hopeless, you have to deploy self-compassion.

And not only is it essential when you’re frustrated because you slept little but also in any other scenario when you’re judging yourself.

You may think “Why can’t I just stop obsessing?” or “I just can’t relax!” or “I should have gotten further.” or “Why am I not getting it?” or “I totally understand but I just can’t let go!” All of these are times where frustration comes from you being hard on yourself for not being able to do something that is impossible. Remember, just as wilfully producing sleep is impossible, so is directly controlling one's thoughts and emotions.

Needless to say all of the above examples, and any other time when you’re hard on yourself, calls for a megadose of self-love. Because that is what gets you unstuck.

When you are hard on yourself, you may end up thinking that you yourself is the problem. When you deploy self-kindness, you see that this is not true. When you deploy gentleness directed inwards, you see that you’ve just had trouble sleeping and that nothing stands in your way of transforming your sleep experience.

At this point you may wonder how you use the kind and gentle way. We’ve talked about why it’s important and when it’s called for, but how do you deploy self-kindness in practical reality?

Imagine that a friend tells you that she’s frustrated because no matter what she’s done she can’t sleep. She tells you about all that she’s done and how hopeless she feels. Would you ask what’s wrong with her or why she can’t get it right?

Of course not!

You would give her a hug and tell her something kind and encouraging. You would tell her that everything will be ok.

When you habitually are this person to yourself, this is the kind and gentle way.

The untangling way

If you’ve gotten this far, well done! You already know the most important Natto teachings and I hope they have made sense to you.

Up until now, all you’ve read I consider universally applicable. I think everyone with trouble sleeping will benefit greatly from understanding the models we have reviewed and follow the three ways we have talked about so far.

As we move forward, you will find that not everything may apply to you. We are heading towards the concept level and beyond. But before we do, we have a few more important ways to go over. The untangling way is a personal favorite because it is so practical and counterintuitive!

Before we look at how this way works, let’s talk briefly about the problem with a brain that is in full on problem solving mode.

Imagine our ancestors scavenging the savannah for berries and roots. Hearing a branch brake and making the correct assumption could mean the difference between life and death.

Failing to recognize that this sound meant that a lion was about to charge you could lead to imminent destruction. Interpreting every single breaking branch sound as a cue to escape on the other hand wouldn’t allow you to collect sustenance, also not a good outcome.

Where I’m going with this is simply to say that your brain is designed to put two and two together. It’s designed to figure out what caused what so that you can stay safe from any threat.

In someone’s ordinary day to day life, this analyzing behavior may not be very active. There are few apparent threats around so the brain isn’t working on connecting dots. Well, things are very different when you’re stressed or frightened.

Let’s say you’ve come off a sedating medication or you’ve become a parent or you’ve had a health scare, or any other stressful situation, and think about how your brain works at this time. You’re facing a real challenge and/or you’ve experienced something scary.

In this state, the brain behaves just as if there was a tangible threat in the picture. It’s as if it knows that there is a lion out there, and it wants to figure out which cues mean that it’s about to attack.

This is when entanglement happens.

The brain is actively trying to figure out what makes you sleep and what doesn’t make you sleep when the threat is sleeplessness. And in doing so, it makes all kinds of connections.

If one time you slept more and you had an egg salad sandwich for lunch (which is unusual for you), it takes note of this. If you slept little and you forgot to do your breathing exercises, it takes note of this as well. If you didn’t get a wink after watching an exciting Netflix show, that’s not overlooked.

The result becomes a thought like “I have to eat eggs, do breathing exercises and absolutely not watch Netflix to get a chance of sleeping.”

And when even this doesn’t “work”, on a night when you slept on the left side of the bed, then you add “And I also have to sleep on the right side of the bed.” to the ever growing list of entanglements.

Needless to say, having a 27 item long mental list of things that prevent or promote sleep isn’t going to help anyone have a more unattached relationship with sleep!

Here’s the thing, for things that are already entangled, all you really need to do is to be aware. When you see that you’re doing something or avoiding something because of an unfounded idea, this awareness alone weakens the entanglement.

It’s sort of like turning the light on where there’s been murky dealings going on. You don’t have to do much more.

However, if your mind keeps coming up with suggestions, then you can use the untangling way in a more deliberate fashion.

Let’s say you slept little and your brain says “You had two cups of coffee yesterday.”, inviting you to form an entanglement, then guess what you do: have three cups of coffee today!

When you sleep well and your brain says “You slept on the left side of the bed.”, suggesting an entanglement, well then you sleep on the right side the following night!

The power of the untangling way comes not only from keeping yourself from getting entangled, but actively teaching your brain that there’s nothing to be afraid of!

When your brain suggests that you should avoid X and then you pursue X, or that you should do Y and then you don’t do Y, you challenge the whole idea of trying to come up with dos and don'ts.

At this point you may say “But what if it’s right!” If so, take a moment to reflect upon why you may think it could make sense to listen. And if you’re being honest with yourself, you’ll find that you hesitate to dismiss suggestions because they could potentially lead to more sleep. In other words, it’s your Desire for sleep that is behind your hesitation about the untangling way. And you already know that Desire is what causes Trouble!

Another thought that may pop up in your mind is “What if I follow the untangling way, have three cups of coffee and I sleep even worse?”

It’s still a triumph!

Because you already achieved what is most important, you taught your brain that there’s nothing to be afraid of. It was asking you to do something from a place of fear and desire for safety, and you went in the fearless direction. This is supremely important. Courage is what will lead you to natto.

This said, you’re right in that this scenario does pose a challenge. The brain in the above example seems to have been right. And you may feel more inclined to listen to it’s suggestions. It’s tempting for sure, but when you’ve chosen the untangling way, stay on it!

Because for every time the stakes seem higher, you have more to gain!

When you keep enjoying three cups of coffee daily, and eventually sleep well, you will have shown the brain not only that you are fearless, but that there truly is no reason to be anything but. Because it will start seeing that there truly is no threat out there!

And if there’s no threat, then the whole business of making connections for the sake of evading a threat becomes a thing of the past. And when this happens, you’ve walked the untangling way all the way.

The way of detective work

If the untangling way is one of overt opposition, the way of detective work is somewhat more flexible. It suits itself very well to ideas that have come up as for why you have trouble sleeping (that don’t lend themselves to untangling) and how trouble sleeping impacts your day.

Let’s put on our detective hats and do some important work!

We will start by looking at how you can deploy this way when it comes to thoughts of why you’ve had trouble sleeping. Let us use an example: you think you can’t sleep if you don’t take a sleeping pill.

Before you start looking for clues, you may want to ask yourself if you should do detective work in the first place. Is the thought you’re examining problematic?

If you’ve slept well for years taking a pill that you have 0 conflict about taking, you have no worries about supplies of said pill, and you think that you can’t sleep without it, is there a problem? I don’t see an obvious one.

If you on the other hand are disturbed by the fact that whenever you’ve tried not taking it you’ve ended up having sleepless nights, and you’d prefer not taking anything for sleep, now you have a case. Now you have a very valid reason for bringing out those dusters and magnifying glasses.

Detective work is a way of deliberately looking for clues that will make you less attached. In the example above, some great clues would be finding a time when you slept even though you forgot the pill, a time when you slept before starting to take the pill, or a time when you didn’t sleep well even when taking the pill.

The reason clues can be hard to come by at first glance is that your brain often tries to hide them (!).

In its attempts at keeping you safe, the brain wants you to think that there is a threat, that there is a problem, and that there are ways to stay safe from the threat. A pill appears to the brain as a very practical way of keeping the threat at a safe distance. It’s not going to allow you to find fingerprints easily.

That time you did sleep even without it, the brain is going to try to explain it away by saying that you didn’t sleep at all for several days before and that you were super exhausted. The brain will try to claim that your evidence is inadmissible.

That time you slept poorly even when you took the pill, you as an investigator want to use it as proof that the pill doesn’t actually produce sleep. The brain on the other hand will come up with an alibi. It’s not that it doesn’t work, it's just that it doesn't always work. Sometimes your metabolism is just a little different. Again, the brain tries to reject your evidence.

In fact, it may want to throw out the case entirely! Because this case is heading towards what the brain believes is very dangerous territory.

You’re trying to argue that there is no control to be had. That goes against everything the brain has been trying to tell you since the very beginning.

This is what makes detective work challenging, but also very rewarding. Because if you just keep looking, keep digging, keep filing, keep building a case, the truth cannot be obstructed indefinitely.

Eventually the brain will have to accept that there are cracks in its belief system. And although the thought that there’s no control is scary, the thought that there’s no culprit is liberating!

This way can be deployed in a number of scenarios. One particularly opportune time is when your brain is talking about what will happen if you don’t sleep. It may say that you’ll go crazy or lose your job. Another is when you’re told that you’ll feel miserable if you don’t sleep more than a certain amount. It is typically pretty easy to find solid pieces of evidence that makes the brains beliefs look incredulous.

Find those clues, build your case. Good things can come to you from the way of detective work.

The tangible way

The tangible way is specific. Specific to anxiety to be more specific.

We have already talked about how anxiety comes from a place of fear of something unknown and/or intangible. And we have seen that education is a great way of making the unknown known and reducing worrying.

You could say that education is part of the tangible way. In this chapter however we will talk about other ways of making the intangible more tangible so that you are bothered less by feeling anxious.

Let us start with a known phenomenon to really make a strong case of the tangible way.

Imagine that someone notices a spot on their skin. It’s dark and pretty small. The person starts worrying and as the spot indeed seems to grow, he worries more and more. He sees his doctor who orders a biopsy and a consultation with a dermatologist.

At this point, anxiety levels are through the roof. What if it’s the worst case scenario? What if it’s melanoma?

The visit with the dermatologist finally happens and indeed, it is clear from the biopsy that it really is melanoma.

Guess what happens to his anxiety levels?

That’s right, they decrease. Because even though this is what he feared the most, now he knows. So it is that when the intangible becomes tangible, we worry less.

So how can you make the things that produce anxiety for you more tangible?

We will look at two very practical examples of how to do just that, but before we go there, please imagine yourself in the below scenario, it will highlight very nicely where anxiety comes from and how the tangible way works.

The brain train analogy

You’re taking a stroll in your city and randomly see your friend walking towards the train tracks. He is about to cross them in a few seconds. But you see that there is actually a train approaching!

What do you do?

You shout at your friend. But he doesn’t hear you! So you shout even louder. Now he covers his ears! You start throwing stones at him, screaming at the top of your lungs!

Then he finally turns around and says “Yes, I KNOW it looks like a train, but it’s not a real train, we are shooting a movie!”

Then you go “Oooh.” You now see the camera crew and the props and the director giving you an annoyed look.

When your friend showed that he listened, and you understood what was happening, there wasn’t any need for you to shout or warn him anymore.

You kinda just wished he would have told you from the start. This way, you wouldn’t have had to get all worked up trying to save him!

In this analogy, your brain is trying to warn you of something it thinks is important and when you try to ignore the brain and not listen, it feels even more strongly that it has to warn you!

And these warning thoughts, these what ifs, these fears about intangible potential outcomes, they are the source of your anxiety.

When you see this, one thing that becomes very obvious is where racing thoughts come from. Your attempts at stopping them! And as you know that thoughts produce emotions like anxiety, you can easily see that anxiety comes from not wanting to experience anxiety.

So, how can you show the brain that you’re listening? How can you be like your friend, acknowledging that you’ve heard the warnings so that there’s no need to warn you?

Just understanding the above alone is very helpful.

Because awareness will by itself make you less resistant as you know that resistance will bring you more of that which you don’t want to experience.

This said, here are two practical ways of showing the brain that you’re not ignoring it.

How to show the brain you’re listening

Do a daily thought download.

Just spend five or ten minutes every day writing down everything that you worry about or those recurrent thoughts you have. This is a great way to show the brain that you’re listening so it feels no need to nag you.

You don’t have to do anything with the download. You don’t have to come up with solutions or go back and review. Simply showing the brain that you’re listening is enough. Like all of us, it likes to be heard.

If you start today, not much will change in a day or two. But when you keep downloading, when your brain sees that you are seriously paying attention, you’ll be bothered less and less by anxiety producing warning thoughts.

Be willing to go there.

I think this is really effective but it can be a little scary. Or even very scary! Another example of when courage is your best friend. Because what I’m going to suggest here is to go to the very place the brain is trying to warn you about.

When your brain warns you of something, imagine that very thing in as much detail as possible. For example, if your brain says “What if you lose your job because you can’t sleep?”, then you actually imagine that happening.

You literally imagine the call from your boss asking you to go to her office. You imagine her explaining why you no longer can work there. You picture yourself gathering your personal belongings and walking out to the parking lot.

There’s perhaps no more effective way of showing the brain that you’re listening than this. And although it is scary, remember that you only have to go there in your imagination!

Here’s a final important pointer. The likelihood of you worrying about losing your job is pretty high. It’s a very common concern among people who have had trouble sleeping.

Actually losing your job on the other hand is something I’ve never heard of. Yes, it is true that several people feel such a pressure to sleep that they decide to leave their jobs. But this is very different from getting fired.

What I want to say here is that actually getting fired because of insomnia is super rare and very unlikely to happen to you. So it may feel tempting to use this knowledge as a safety thought. When your brain warns you about losing your job you could reply “That’s super rare so I don’t think this will happen to me.”

This is a way of dismissing the warning from the brain. And sometimes this can work great! If the warning thought from your brain is fleeting and you actually don’t believe much in it, then dismissing it can be the right thing to do.

Detective work for example is a way of working “against” the brain's warning thoughts. If not all out dismissing them then discrediting them and making them less and less believable. However, having safety thoughts to dismiss what the brain is trying to warn you about can easily become a way of not listening.

And when you don’t listen, the warning thoughts and anxiety become more sticky.

So uncomfortable as it may make you, being willing to go there is almost always the most powerful way of showing that you listen and that there’s nothing you need to be warned about.

Let’s summarize the key insight in a formula where you can plug anything you worry about as X.

When you are willing to experience X (if even only in your imagination!) then the brain has no reason to warn you about X.

This is the tangible way.

The way of reducing effort through less opportunity.

Yes I know, this name doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue. But I’ve come up with no better way of describing what can be a very helpful way of becoming more natto when it comes to sleep.

It’s a way that is not easily applied to circular problems outside of insomnia (just in case you wondered!). When it comes to trouble sleeping though, it is the closest you get to a proactive approach. It is the way that most clearly involves effort. And this proactive element is what makes the way of reducing effort through less opportunity both very attractive and very slippery.

It’s attractive because it can make you feel that you’re actually doing something. And it is slippery for the very same reason. Because the act of doing something can easily lead you towards atto and create more trouble.

The long name says a lot about the paradoxical tightrope you walk when you have to exert some effort on your way to a place where you exert none.

If this sounds a little vague right now, it will make more sense as we talk more about how this way actually works. Before we do just that, let’s spend a little time on some thought habits that are very common when you’ve had trouble sleeping.

When sleep has been escaping you, you naturally want to catch some more. And a common way of trying to get some more sleep is to go to bed at a regular, and often early, time as well as sleeping in when you can.

For example, you may go to bed at say 10:30 pm, fall asleep around midnight, be up for some hours, and then finally fall asleep again at 5 am. If you then wake up at 6 am, and you feel sleepy, and you know you only slept 3 hours at the most, then it feels very appropriate to make up for lost sleep by sleeping a bit more.

The problem with sleeping in however is that it reinforces the narrative that has gotten you into trouble!

By sleeping in, or even by simply trying to catch some more sleep, you are teaching the brain that sleeping is desirable and that being awake is undesirable.

And you already know why this is problematic. Just for a quick review, when the brain thinks that being awake is a threat, it starts monitoring more for this potential danger. And when it finds wakefulness at night, it starts reacting very strongly, deploying a fight or flight response that produces more wakefulness.

In other words, when you spend time in bed with the intent of catching more sleep, you’re creating more insomnia.

In yet other words, the effort that leads you to giving yourself more opportunity for sleep makes you have more trouble sleeping.

Now the step becomes a very small one to see that giving yourself less opportunity for sleep can help you reduce your efforts at trying to sleep, thus helping you sleep better and better.

We have made the case for why this way is helpful, let us move forward and get more practical, what does this mean IRL?

I think a great way to start is to decide upon a suitable time for you to get out of bed and start your day.

Let’s say that time is 6 AM for you. Now you make 6 AM your fixed point. It’s the one and only clock time that is helpful to keep track of and it becomes your cue that it’s time to leave the night behind and start your day.

You don’t have to jump out of bed no later than exactly 0600 hours as they do in the military. But, it’s good to be pretty consistent. If you wake up to your alarm and it’s the weekend and you simply want to sleep a bit more, go ahead!

If on the other hand you barely slept and you know deep down inside that you are chasing sleep and you want to achieve just a little bit more, best to get up.

Now, how about bedtime? What about the other end of the night, when should that happen?

When it comes to bedtime, it’s not important to keep things regular. In fact, it’s great to just do what feels right, without giving yourself too much opportunity for sleep.

If you get up at 6 am, you probably shouldn’t sleep before like around 10 pm or thereabouts. But again, intent is what matters.

If you go to bed pretty early with the intent of trying to get some extra sleep, then this causes the same problem as trying to catch sleep in the morning.

If you go to bed pretty early just because you feel like snuggling with your partner or watching some Hulu, great!

What I think can be really helpful is to combine the way of reducing effort through less opportunity with the timeless way. For example, you decide to get up at 6 am and not know the time after 10 pm.

This way you reduce effort to sleep as well as efforts at having control.

Once you’ve decided what to do, it’s great to set it and forget it. In other words, resist the urge to tweak things.

Because that’s where people often get into trouble. When you start thinking that you can sleep more if you spend less time trying to sleep, then you may think “If I spent even less time in bed, then I would sleep better faster!”

You can see how easily a sound approach can become yet another effort!

So it’s great not to question whatever you decide to do.

This way, you will stay on the path towards reducing effort which invariably takes you to a good place.

Because the less you try, the better things get!


Concepts

Well done learning about the Natto ways (!) and welcome to a section where we are going to narrow things down a bit.


In this part of the book, we will look at specific experiences or thoughts you may have had and look at where they come from.

As I’ve said in the beginning, I believe fully understanding how the brain works is key to getting to a place where letting go comes easy.

What better place to start than a very common experience that yet puzzles so many: the Houdini effect.

The Houdini effect

Have you ever felt pretty sleepy in the evening, perhaps even struggled to keep your eyes open and found your head bobbing only to become wide awake the second your head hits the pillow?

If so you’re not the only one for whom sleepiness seems to mysteriously vanish into thin air!

The Houdini effect can produce puzzlement and curiosity as well as frustration. As anything that makes you pay more attention to sleep makes it more difficult to sleep (whether curiousity or frustration), it’s important to understand this effect so that you can shift attention away from sleep and sleep better.

Here’s the thing, you actually already know the fundamentals that explain the Houdini effect: the Gas & Brake model. Let’s put it to use!

The thing that makes the Houdini effect so dramatic is the sudden disappearance of sleepiness. Now you know that sleep drive is a product of wakefulness so how can it be that your sleep drive goes from strong to nonexistent in a heartbeat? Could it be that a split second of microsleep in the evening reduces your sleep drive to nothing?

Nope that’s not what’s happening. Your sleep drive will be minimally impacted if you fall asleep for some seconds or minutes.

So, we can conclude here that the Houdini effect actually isn’t a gas thing, it does not have anything to do with your sleep drive. Weirdly, your sleepiness disappearing has nothing to do with how much you need to sleep.

Ergo, if it’s not a gas thing it must be a brake thing.

Let’s look at hyperarousal. Let’s start with answering the question of whether hyperarousal can mask sleepiness and whether this can happen in a split second.

Imagine that you’re feeling really comfy and relaxed in bed, you’re just about to drift off to sleep when you realize you forgot to turn the oven off! You realize that you potentially could have caused a dangerous fire and immediately feel grateful for remembering but upset that you forgot at the same time. And guess what you also feel? Wide awake!

Does this scenario sound familiar? If so that’s because we used the above example earlier to illustrate how we have a brake in our sleep system for safety purposes.

And when the brake is pushed down, when hyperarousal increases, we no longer feel sleepy. The signals in our bodies produced by hyperarousal can completely mask sleepiness. It’s not that the sleep drive is gone, it’s simply that hyperarousal becomes such a dominant experience that you don’t notice any sleepiness at all.

There you have the explanation for the Houdini effect. We have seen that hyperarousal indeed does mask sleepiness and that this can happen instantaneously if the brain thinks it’s unsafe to sleep.

Now the final question remains, why does this happen for no apparent reason?

It’s easy to see that you would feel wide awake the instant you smell smoke in your house, but what about when nothing is going on?

There is in fact no mystery here and we already have all the information we need to explain this enigma as well.

When you have trouble sleeping, it happens because your brain has started to identify wakefulness at night as a threat, just as it does a fire.

When you go to bed, and the brain goes “what if I can’t sleep?”, this is just another way of saying “what if wakefulness comes?”. In other words, it’s the fear of wakefulness that paradoxically triggers hyperarousal and immediate wakefulness!

The tricky thing is that the thought “what if I can’t sleep?” often isn’t identified. It may be an automatic thought that you’re not entirely conscious of.

One way to reframe things so that they perhaps more easily make sense is to think about your intentions and desires when you watch TV on the couch and when you lay your head on your pillow.

When you’re watching TV in the evening, you want to enjoy the show. You want to be awake. At this moment, your brain is not thinking about wakefulness as a problem. It’s not seeing any threats and it therefore figures it is safe to sleep. Hence your sleepiness and head bobbing.

The second your head hits the pillow on the other hand, your intentions and desires are the opposite. You now want to sleep. And now, now the opposite of sleep seems like a potential threat lurking around and the brain changes its position completely. It figures it’s no longer safe to sleep and turns on the hyperarousal.

I hope I didn’t overdo things here. I just wanted it to be crystal clear why the Houdini effect occurs.

And now that you know, you probably already know what to do not to experience this effect as much: befriending wakefulness.

When the brain realizes that there’s no threat, that wakefulness can’t harm you, then it sees no reason to turn on the lights when you’re feeling sleepy and want to get some rest!

The Bermuda triangle effect

Now that you understand the Houdini effect, it is a perfect time to talk about it’s cousin, the Bermuda Triangle effect. Bermuda effect for short.

When there’s a sudden surge of hyperarousal, it appears that sleepiness has suddenly vanished. But sometimes, it’s as if there wasn’t any sleepiness there to begin with!

A very common concern from someone with trouble sleeping is that you just never feel sleepy. You haven’t experienced sleepiness in weeks or months.

Now take a second to see if you can figure out why this happens.

Yes! That’s it, it’s pretty clear when you know the Houdini effect that a prolonged absence of feeling sleepy simply comes from a prolonged state of hyperarousal!

If you’ve been hyperaroused for weeks or months, or even longer, there’s the fact that you’ve not felt sleepy is no surprise. In fact it’s entirely expected.

This is the Bermuda triangle effect. And before we move on, just a reminder that hyperarousal is seen not only with anxiety, but also things like curiosity and puzzlement. Simply wondering why you aren’t sleeping, month after month, may be a reason that you haven’t felt sleepy in a very long time.

When you understand this, and become less puzzled, that airplane will be back!

The pre-extinction burst

A very common concern voiced by clients is that they actually start sleeping less the first week or two weeks into a program.

Naturally this is something that raises some concern. The point with joining a membership site or a course was to sleep better. If the very first week you sleep even less than before, then where are things heading?

If you’ve been in this spot, or you’re in it at this very moment, you will appreciate learning about the pre-extinction burst. You’ll understand why things may take a bit of a nosedive before you’re becoming detached from your struggles.

The term pre-extinction burst, or simply extinction burst as it’s more commonly known, is a term used in learning theory and behavioral therapy. It’s defined as a “The phenomenon of a previously reinforced or learned behavior temporarily increasing when the reinforcement of the behavior is removed.”

Let’s use an example to illustrate. Imagine a toddler who is always acting up to get your attention. You realize that by giving him attention, you actually encourage him to misbehave. This correct conclusion leads you the the following decision, you will ignore him when he’s kicking and screaming so that the kicking and screaming ends.

Now the toddler, when no longer getting the attention they’ve been used to, becomes upset. And having seen what has worked in the past, he decides that more of the same is the way to go. In other words, he acts up like never before!

If you know that this is completely expected, a sign even that you’re on the right path, then continuing to ignore the unwanted behavior becomes easier. And eventually he will give up and go play with his sister.

If you on the other hand think that the increased kicking and screaming is a sign that you’re doing something wrong, then you probably will revert back to giving him attention again. And when you do, you continue reinforcing that which you would like to cease.

So what does all this have to do with insomnia? Quite a bit!

When you’ve had trouble sleeping, your brain has been trying to keep your attention on sleep. It wants you to do things to solve a problem, and that’s unlikely to happen if you’re not focused on sleep. It’s been wanting you to think about solutions and do things to execute on the ideas that have come up.

Now, when you start doing things like befriending wakefulness and giving yourself less of an opportunity for sleep, the brain gets confused. It thinks “What in the world are you doing! You need more sleep, you should be trying more, not less!”

In an attempt to keep your attention on sleep, it produces a lot of warning thoughts and sounds all the alarms it can. Needless to say, this does not lend itself to sleeping well!

In other words, the increased trouble sleeping you often have shortly after starting a program based on Natto or CBT or ACT represents a pre-extinction burst. It is a completely normal and expected reaction. And the key as always is to understand.

Because when you understand that this in fact is evidence that you’re on the right track, it becomes much easier to keep learning and not changing your path.

And when the brain eventually sees that you’re not increasing the attention you give sleep no matter how much it kicks and screams, it’ll get bored of doing so.

The pre-extinction becomes an extinction and you start seeing good sleep come your way!

Success regress

Out of all the things that can make it difficult to sleep well, one of the last places you look is sleeping better.

Nope, that was not a typo. Sleeping better is actually a very common reason that you sleep less. I call this phenomenon success regress. The success being sleeping better and the regress the shorter sleep that follows.

Ok let’s get into this one!

Here’s the thing, when you’ve had nothing but trouble, one thing that is not keeping you stuck is the fear of losing all that good sleep you’re getting.

It’s not like you have “nothing to lose”, because you still treasure those outliers when you actually get some rest. And you sure don’t want to lose what little sleep you have (!). But it’s not like you have an abundance of sleep that you can lose either.

Now this latter changes when you start learning about sleep and you become less attached.

When you implement the ways and teachings of Natto, or any other helpful method, you start sleeping better. And although you like this, it’s why you started the journey in the first place (!), your stakes now oddly seem higher than ever.

After two nights of sleeping well, which hasn’t happened for a long time, you wonder if this is real or “too good to be true“. After three nights, you feel cautiously optimistic and scared at the same time. After four nights, things are coming to a head. If you sleep well again a fifth time, you will know it’s real and not a fluke. But what if that fifth night doesn’t happen? Would a sleepless night mean that it was all a mirage, and that you’ll struggle forever?

Needless to say, the stakes are so high that fifth night, so much hinges upon the outcome, that you sleep almost nothing. You feel defeated and tired. Now, it doesn’t really matter what happens, and naturally you sleep well again because there’s no pressure to sleep. After three nights of sleeping well you wonder if this could keep going or if that would be “too good to be true”. And so the success and the regress keep feeding each other.

The key learning point here, the heart of success regress, is that it is not the success that causes the regress, but how you think about the success!

The fact that you sleep well in no way by itself causes trouble sleeping! Sleeping well isn’t a problem! The regress comes from the increasing stakes that come from how you think about sleeping better.

I hope this is abundantly clear as changing your thoughts is all you need to do to leave the success regress cycle.

Now you may wonder, how do I do that? How do I stop thinking that way about sleeping better? The answer, you’ve may have seen by now, is really always the same (or a version of the same!). Deploy awareness and acceptance.

Simply understanding why you’ve experienced success regress is often sufficient. When you understand that it’s wondering if the streak, and being attached to this outcome, that is the reason it ends, then you naturally wonder less. This is awareness and it’s typically not too difficult to deploy. Acceptance may be a bit more tricky but do try because it will truly help you.

By acceptance here I mean being okay with both outcomes. Being natto when it comes to both the success and the regress.

When you think in terms of “It’s great when I sleep well, and when I have regress, well that’s okay too.”, that’s the way. Because then your journey will start becoming easier and easier.

When you’re okay with both success and regress (hard as it may be!), you end up with only success and no regress.

Forecasting failure

Humans have always been interested in knowing the future. We have consulted sages and oracles, read tea leaves and studied the position of planets and stars. And in some areas, we have in fact made a lot of progress.

If you ask your phone what the weather is going to be like in the next few days, you’ll get a pretty good answer. What you may not consider is all the work that goes into that prediction. Complex calculations including historic data, input from satellites and weather stations produce models that tell us what the future likely will be like. And those forecasts keep getting better and better.

In other areas however, we aren’t getting any better. Despite a myriad of models, historic data and super computers, predicting the stock market remains a crapshoot. It is true that the general direction is an upward march, but we are completely unable to predict what will happen in the next few hours, days or weeks with any certainty.

What’s up? Why is it that we can predict the weather but not the stock market? And what has this to do with sleep?

Here’s the thing, the difference between the weather and the stock market is that what the weather turns out to be like is completely independent of our predictions.

If you predict that tomorrow will be the hottest day in recorded history, that has absolutely no bearing on the actual temperature the following day. Forecasting has no impact on the weather.

When it comes to the stock market on the other hand, it is highly sensitive to predictions. In fact, the short term behavior of markets are driven more than anything else by what we think will happen in the future.

With this said, let’s shift our focus back to our thoughts, emotions and how well we sleep. Do you think that trying to predict how we will think, feel and sleep in the future has any impact on how we actually think, feel and sleep?

Yes that’s right, it does have an impact. In fact our attempts at forecasting have a very big and highly unpredictable effect on our inner climate.

Imagine for a second that you predict for any reason that you will sleep really well and you are absolutely confident in your prediction. Would that make you feel more or less pressured to sleep?

Most likely, if you truly believed with absolute certainty in your prediction, it would in fact completely remove the pressure to sleep and you would sleep well.

But what if there was that microscopic doubt present? What if you only thought your prediction was 99.997% certain? Strange as it may seem, this completely throws off the model! 
Because if there’s even that microscopic doubt, then part of your brain would be on the lookout for confirmation that it got it right. And if you’re still awake shortly after going to bed, your prediction suddenly only seems 87.67% certain. A few moments later and that number has completely tanked and you now predict that you will be up all night.

Weirdly, your new prediction removed all pressure to sleep, because you now believed with absolute certainty that you would be awake all night. The end result became that you slept well which now seems to confirm your original forecast. But you’re not too sure.

As you can see, whether you predict that you will sleep or be awake, those predictions often have a dramatic and completely unpredictable impact on sleep. When this happens, when the act of predicting causes swings in sleep patterns, you experience what we call forecasting failure.

When you first learn that forecasting in itself has a big impact on your sleep, it’s tempting to try to manipulate your forecast in a way that will lead you to sleep better. I hope it’s abundantly clear from the above that this surely will produce forecasting failure.

And by the way, forecasting failure isn’t limited to the very night at hand.

In fact, perhaps the most common attempt at predicting sleep is not the one day but the long term forecast. How long will it take until I start seeing improvement in my sleep? If I keep working on Natto, will I sleep well in 2 months? How long after stopping to take medication do you usually have trouble sleeping? These are all examples of attempts at forecasting, and they often do produce some type of forecast. You may expect to sleep a certain amount after 4 weeks. Or you may predict that you’ll likely have reached some other goal by a certain time.

And just ast the short term forecast causes troubles, so does the long term one.

Whenever you have a goal, thinking about how close you are to the goal, and what will happen if the forecast doesn’t pan out will produce hyperarousal. And as you know, hyperarousal is the brake in our sleep system.

So what to do? Yes, that’s right, resist the urge to forecast.

When you understand forecasting failure, when you know that trying to know the future will keep you from sleeping well, that becomes easier. When your brain presents a thought like “How much longer will this go on?”, you can gently remind it that trying to answer this question will surely make it go on longer. When you keep training it to direct its attention in a different direction, you will see that the forecasting impulses happen less and less.

And when there are no more forecasts happening, conditions are good for restful sleep.

The illusion of failure

Have you ever felt frustrated that you didn’t sleep? Have you been angry at yourself? Have things felt hopeless? If so, you’re about to find out something important. We are going to see that you’ve simply been operating under incorrect presumptions. You will see that you in fact have no valid reason to be angry at yourself and you may even find that much of the hardship you’ve caused yourself was kind of ridiculous.

Here’s the thing, I am very aware of the fact that insomnia can be the source of decades of intense suffering, so when I use the word ridiculous, it’s not in any way meant to belittle anyone’s experience. It’s not to be interpreted as a way to trivialize what you may have felt, but rather to emphasize how being hard on yourself doesn’t make any sense.

Let’s get started!

As you know the Gas & Brake model, you now understand where sleep comes from. You know that it’s a simple matter of having a sleep drive not blocked by hyperarousal. More importantly here, you know that sleep cannot be wilfully produced. This is biologically and physiologically impossible.

Making oneself sleep is just as doable as making oneself grow and extra foot.

Now this said, consider where frustration comes from. The noun frustration is defined as “a feeling of anger or annoyance caused by being unable to do something”.

When you feel frustrated or angry because you didn’t sleep, you are upset because you were unable to do something. When you have been unable to do something for a long time and after much effort, you feel hopeless.

Now let’s put these two things together. Frustration comes from being unable to sleep, and producing sleep is biologically impossible. Are you starting to see why I used the word ridiculous?

When you feel frustrated, angry or hopeless, this is because you have been trying to squeeze water out of a stone. You have been trying to do something no living creature can do. There is literally no way to fail at something that is undoable. This is the illusion of failure. Failure to sleep is an illusion. An illusion that sadly continues to cause humanity tons of suffering, self-judgement and shame.

The illusion of failure is a very important concept. Because as we have seen in the kind and gentle way, you can easily get stuck when you are hard on yourself.

If you have suffered because of this illusion, then it is time to follow the kind and gentle way. Not only will this relieve you of the suffering that comes with frustration, anger and hopelessness, but a great deal of fatigue as well.

This is because being angry is very tiring. And when you no longer are angry at yourself, you keep yourself from experiencing all the emotional fatigue that comes along with it.

The acceptability threshold

As we have already talked about a few times, insomnia comes from a place of trying to control something we have no control over.

By the way, if you find overlap between the concepts and ways, the themes become ever more familiar and you can see where things are going early on in every chapter, that’s good! This means Natto is starting to become second nature to you and you’re in a great position to self-coach.

Back to control, we will see in this chapter that drawing a line in the sand is yet another way of creating a sense of having some control. And as always, this always works against you in the long term, and often in the short term as well.

Let’s get more specific. What do I mean by drawing a line in the sand?

Here’s a good place to start: ask yourself if you’ve ever thought in the terms of “I can tolerate this, but not that”.

For example, you may have thought that having one sleepless night is something you can live with, but not two in a row. Or perhaps you’ve counted hours. Perhaps you’ve said to yourself that being awake for as long as 22 hours is acceptable, but not more than that.

These are examples of acceptability thresholds. They are the last lines of defense. They’re ways of saying “You can go this far, but no further.”

Most commonly acceptability thresholds revolve around how many nights of little or no sleep is acceptable but they can be created for any reason.

For example one may say “I was okay with taking one supplement, but having to take three is not okay.” or “It’s okay to be tired, but I’m physically drained.” Any time you say that a certain amount of something is acceptable but any more than that amount isn’t, you have created an acceptability threshold.

When you establish an acceptability threshold, this may give you a sense of control. You have set a limit to what you are willing to tolerate. It can feel good to have such a limit, but as you can probably glean from where this is going, acceptability thresholds are very problematic.

Firstly, there’s the problem of implied controllability.

By setting a limit you create the illusion that you can control things to some degree. Remember that insomnia happens because we are trying to control the uncontrollable. For this simple reason, lines in the sand create problems as they don’t challenge the idea that sleep can be controlled.

Secondly they lead toward effort.

When you have a wall, this calls for action if the wall is breached. You’re setting yourself up for needing to respond if you for example have two sleepless nights in a row. And the more you respond, the more trouble you have.

Thirdly, acceptability thresholds call for monitoring.

What’s the point of having a threshold if you’re not checking how close to it you are? Needless to say, more attention towards sleep isn’t helpful.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, they increase the pressure to sleep.

Not only do acceptability thresholds create general performance anxiety, but that pressure to sleep increases the closer to crossing the threshold you get.

If you for example have decided that 24 hours is your acceptable threshold for being awake, well then at 18 hours of wakefulness you may already start to get nervous. At 23 hours, the pressure to sleep becomes so intense that sleeping is all but inevitable.

I hope this made it very clear why acceptability thresholds are problematic. Now before we talk about what to do if you recognize that you have drawn lines in the sand, try to predict what I will write in the next paragraph. This is a good way of starting to answer your own questions.

If you thought along the terms of abandoning any threshold, that’s certainly good to do when possible.

I know this can be very scary. Essentially you will be asking yourself to be willing to be awake for any length of time. If this feels doable, if you’re already at a point where you're pretty natto, simple abandonment may be the best idea.

If not, then that magical combination of awareness and self-kindness is all you need.

Instead of pushing back when the brain suggests something that you realize is a threshold, you simply take note. Also, you recognize that this thought is common, that it comes from a place of safety, and that you need not be hard on yourself for creating thresholds.

What can also be worth noticing is that the threshold often is very arbitrary. You may in fact have crossed the threshold many times in the past without a catastrophic outcome. When realizing this, you may see that you have no particular reason for creating the specific threshold you’re now trying to maintain.

This said, I believe self-kindness is always your best card to play when in doubt. Because when you are not hard on yourself for coming up with thresholds, you feel less pressured overall. You become more flexible in your thinking and before you know it, your brain no longer tries to come up with or maintain any thresholds.

And when that happens, when there are no walls, no lines in the sand or other acceptability thresholds, then there’s no pressure to sleep. And without pressure, restful sleep comes your way.

Conflict of interest

Some of the most common questions I get are about medications and where to sleep. For example, someone has noted that they sleep better on the couch or that they sleep well when they take medication. And the question may be “Is this okay?”

That’s what we are going to talk about here. We are going to talk about whether or not it’s okay to continue doing something when you’re sleeping well or if you should change things.

Let’s start with a quick review of the passive nature of sleep.

Sleep happens when there’s little friction. You know that hyperarousal is the brake that causes anything from mild friction to a full stop. Nothing new there, but what we will see here is that when you have two interests that are conflicting, that does keep the brake pedal ever so lightly pushed down.

So what are examples of two interests that may be conflicting?

Sleeping well and sleeping on a couch may or may not be exactly that.

Sleeping well clearly is an interest, everyone wants to sleep well so that’s an interest we all share. How you think about sleeping on a couch on the other hand is not a given.

You may have no interest in sleeping anywhere but the couch. Then you only have one interest which is sleeping well and there’s no conflict.

You may on the other hand think of sleeping on the couch as a temporary solution and your true interest is to sleep in your bed. Now you do have a conflict of interests. Now the interest of sleeping well is conflicting with your interest in not sleeping on the couch. Now we have friction.

The problem here becomes that even though you’re sleeping reasonably okay, you won’t ever sleep well because you’ll keep thinking that there is something wrong. You’ll ponder why you can’t sleep in the bed like “normal” people. You’ll be frustrated because you’re not enjoying your cozy bed. You’ll keep wondering for how long you have to keep sleeping on a couch. Friction.

Now that we see the problem with conflicting interests, we can see that it’s helpful not to have them, and that there are two ways of getting to that place.

You can change the circumstance or you can change your thinking about the circumstance.

In other words, the two ways of no longer having a conflict in the example of the couch is to either become okay with sleeping on a couch or no longer sleep on a couch.

In both scenarios, there no longer is a conflict.

If you’re no longer thinking that sleeping on a couch is a problem, then the friction goes away. The challenge of course is that most people don’t want to sleep on their couches! But this said, if you truly find it completely acceptable to sleep elsewhere, and you’re fine with sleeping there indefinitely, then you’ve solved the conflict and great sleep can happen.

On the other hand, if you know deep down inside that you’ll never be okay sleeping on the couch, then it’s best to change that circumstance and sleep where you want to sleep. Then the conflict is also resolved.

The natural question at this point becomes “What if I go back to sleeping in my bed but I can’t sleep there?”

If that’s your spontaneous thought, you’re not alone! And you can use this question to your advantage. What does it tell you about your relationship with being awake at night? Are you trying to escape a perceived threat or are you on the way of befriending wakefulness?

Before we leave conflicts of interest, know that although we talked about sleeping on a couch here, this teaching is universal.

If you are completely fine taking medication indefinitely, if you’re not in any way conflicted about this, then there’s no friction!

Many are surprised when they learn that I always try to downplay the commonly touted problems with taking medications. I always try to educate people that medications have been around for many years and that there’s no evidence that they cause any health issues.

This is because I believe it’s true (duh!) but also because it reduces a very common conflict of interest: wanting to sleep well and not wanting to take medications.

And just like with the couch or with any other conflict, you can resolve it by changing how you think about taking medications (becoming less hard on yourself!) or stop taking medications. Both are great options for resolving a conflict of interest.

And with less conflict, there’s less friction. And without friction, sleep comes easily.

Pegging

In this chapter we will talk about something that may not apply to you at all. If so, feel free to skip ahead or keep reading for general educational purposes.

Pegging is not a super common road block but one that can really get you stuck. So if you can relate, this will be a very important concept to understand.

Here’s the thing, what we attribute our troubles sleeping to is very important. And if you are attributing your struggle with sleep to something you have no or very little control over, then you can end up in a place where you feel like you have no way out. This is what we call pegging.

A common example of pegging is thinking that your insomnia is caused by a past event.

Not in the sense that something in the past triggered trouble sleeping, but that it continues to be the reason you can’t sleep. Or that the past event caused something that continues to keep you from sleeping.

A common example is that you came off a medication a long time ago, perhaps even many years ago, and that this caused a chemical imbalance or some type of brain damage that is keeping you from sleeping.

The reason this type of belief easily can happen is that there’s a close relationship in time between two things. And as the brain is a problem solving machine, it looks to connect dots and connects not sleeping with for example coming off a medication.

The issue here is that if you believe that you’re not sleeping because something that happened 10 years ago, then you have pegged your insomnia that you have no control over. And if you think your trouble sleeping is because of something that you have no power over, then things easily can seem hopeless.

Other common pegging issues happen when you attribute insomnia to an ongoing health problem. There may not be much you can do about this particular health issue, and again, if you peg your sleep problems to something you can’t do much about, then you may not see a way for you to sleep better.

As we have already talked at length about why it is not true that a past event or a health issue can cause insomnia (yes anything can disrupt sleep but only unhelpful thoughts cause the struggle we call insomnia) we won’t review this again.

Rather I think it is most important if you recognize a pegging issue to deploy awareness and self-kindness.

Understanding why your thinking isn’t helping you and at the same time not being hard on yourself for any beliefs you’ve had, this is all you need to unpeg yourself and start sleeping better.

Looming obstacles

As you’ve probably read the chapter on conflicts of interest recently, let’s spend a little time on a very related concept, looming obstacles.

A looming obstacle is something you know you’ll have to address in the future that causes you to have trouble now. It’s something you want to delay thinking about, typically because now doesn’t seem like a good time because sleep is too fragile.

Using our couch example, it could be thinking “I will go to sleep in my bed when I feel more confident about my sleep.”

It’s important to point out that there’s nothing wrong with this thinking! Perhaps it’s exactly what you need to continue your path towards natto.

But there’s a risk that the obstacle, taking the step from sleeping on the couch to sleeping in your bed, becomes something that hangs over your head.

Even though you’ve pushed the event into the future, the fact that you have this obstacle coming your way at some point creates tension.

This is something to simply be mindful of. It may truly be the best for you to wait a little, or maybe now is a great time to do the thing you know is inevitable anyway.

The obvious benefit with now: there’s no looming obstacle in the future keeping you from sleeping well in the present.

A small potato

One of the most common questions I get is some form of “Did I mess things up?!” The answer to that is of course always no (!). Because sleep isn’t an active process. Sleep is a consequence of non achievement hence there’s nothing you can do to mess it up. You can’t do something wrong when your goal is to not do anything.

This said, it’s true that some things can keep you in a more attached state. But here’s the thing, it’s not the things you do but how you think about them that can be problematic!

This all probably sounds pretty familiar to you by now, so let’s get to what this chapter is about, those little things that truly have absolutely no impact in and of themselves that you still worry about. The small potatoes.

Let’s get specific!

Here’s a very common one: “I overslept by an hour, have I undone all the progress I’ve made?!”

Absolutely not! Yes your sleep drive may be a little lower. Yes, perhaps you’ll sleep a bit later tonight. But that’s not a problem! Insomnia is a brake issue, it’s your thoughts that matter.

Another common question: “I caved in and took a sleeping pill, how badly have I hurt my progress?”

Another small potato! Be kind to yourself. This has absolutely no significant impact. In fact, if you just deploy self-compassion and don’t think further about it, it’s a complete non event.

Other common ones include taking a nap, having micro sleep in the evening, googling “health problems insomnia” even though you know you “shouldn’t”, not going to a dinner because you were afraid you wouldn’t sleep, canceling an event, really anything that you did that time that you think will destroy your chances of getting to a place of sleeping well.

All those things are small potatoes.

Sure, it’s possible that not having done them may have been more helpful. But that is nothing (!) in comparison to pondering what will happen and beating yourself up about it.

In fact whenever you ask yourself the question of “Is this going to be bad for me?”, then you now know what that thing you did is called.

It is a small potato and deserves to be treated as such!

The progress paradox

Here’s another one. Another counterintuitive teaching from the sleep universe that is important for anyone wondering when they’ll start sleeping better.

We have already looked at forecasting failure and why trying to predict anything sleep related is problematic. But you still may be wondering when you’ll get to a place of sleeping better and how fast people get there on average. In other words, what’s the pace of progress you should expect?

Here’s the paradox, the faster you want to travel, the slower you go. The more okay you are with where things are right now, the faster you reach your destination.

When people ask me how soon they can start sleeping better, I reply “It will happen as soon as you no longer wonder how soon you’ll start sleeping better.”

In theory, you could start sleeping well any given day if you would become completely unattached on the spot. But I believe that to be impossible.

Just like you can’t learn to play piano in one day no matter how much support you have, you can’t unlearn thoughts and ideas that have taken much time to become habitual. 
But when you no longer wonder how fast you will make progress, you have indeed made a bunch of it.

Magical moments

Magical moments are a very important part of your journey towards natto. They are key thoughts or experiences that highlight the magic of non attachment. Like anything sleep related, they cannot be produced willfully, but when you study Natto and start your journey, they will happen to you.

A very powerful magical moment is that time you sleep more than you typically do, without having expected this and without having done anything in particular.

Perhaps you simply decided to close your eyes to rest, drifted off to sleep and woke up many hours later. Maybe you decided to watch a fun Netflix show and ended up sleeping until your alarm went off for the first time in months.

Magical moments are pleasant surprises!

They’re a nice thing to experience in themselves. But that’s not what’s most important about them.

What is truly magical about them is that they came from nothing.

It was the fact that you didn’t do anything to sleep, the absence of forecasting and effort, the lack of attention, that is what resulted in the sweet experience you had.

This is super important to take note of because if you don’t, you can lose the magic.

There are two common ways that the magic escapes. Perhaps the most common one is trying to have another magical moment.

You may have slept surprisingly well and (naturally (!)) wanted to sleep that well again. Therefore you may set things up the exact same way the following night… only to sleep very little.

Because now there’s no more nothingness. Now there’s some effort and expectation.

Remember that you cannot reproduce a magical moment, it has to happen out of nowhere. This is important because when you no longer try to have them, they happen more and more frequently until what once was a magical moment becomes ordinary (in a good way!).

The second most common reason the magic is spoiled is by explaining it away.

Imagine a magician making a coin disappear into thin air. Magic. But then someone shows you how the trick is done. Now there’s nothing special about it.

Similarly, magical moments are often explained away when it comes to sleep. “It was only because I was exhausted from not sleeping for five nights straight.”, “It was because of the pill.”, “It was just a random outlier.”

The brain in another attempt at keeping you safe, keeping your eyes on what it thinks is a threat, wants you to believe that there’s something wrong and that you in reality have a problem that needs to be fixed.

Explaining away the magical moments is a lost opportunity to see the magic of nothingness.

So far we have focused on the magical experience, but a magical moment can also be an insight.

One of the most common is realizing that you can have a good day even if you sleep little. Surprisingly, this seemingly ordinary thought is often transformative and strikes suddenly.

I have seen many times how this magical insight leads to the natural follow up questions, “If I can do well even on little sleep, then why am I trying so hard to sleep?” And from then on, the path towards natto becomes so much easier.

When you have a magical moment, and you will, please be mindful and preserve the magic. Do not explain it away or try to reproduce it. Just appreciate how wonderful things come out of nothing.

Battle scars

One of the most common questions I get is how to cope with all the fatigue and other unpleasant daytime experiences that follow when you have trouble sleeping. As with so many other aspects of circular problems, the key is understanding. Because when you see where those experiences come from, then the path becomes very clear.

Before we go further, let us talk briefly about what you may experience other than fatigue and what we collectively call those experiences.

You may have intense fatigue, you may feel drained and exhausted without any energy. You may have brain fog and find it difficult to recall names of common objects. You may feel like you’re moving in water. You may feel physically ill. You may have aches and pains. You may feel nauseous and want to vomit. Your eyes may be itchy or painful.

These and more are the unpleasant experiences we call battle scars. They are physical manifestations of a struggle. And this, this is in fact the big insight.

It often seems like the battle scars are evidence that something truly harmful is happening to you. Having battle scars can seem like proof that your insomnia is “real”, that it isn’t simply a product of the way you’ve been thinking. It can seem like you have proof that there is an opponent, an enemy fighting you. Because why else would you feel the way you feel?

Here’s the thing, battle scars are indeed evidence. They are irrefutable proof of the fact that there was a battle. Not that there was an opponent.

This is so very helpful to see because when you realize that it is the struggle itself, the attempts at making sleep happen, the overwhelming search for the reason you’re not sleeping, the constant thinking about sleep, then your path forward is clearly illuminated.

You see without a doubt that when the struggle ends, you will have no battle scars. Because there will be no battle.

And you also see that until the battle is over, what will help you the most is self-kindness.

It is easy to be hard on yourself for creating such a struggle that you’re left suffering greatly. But you see, then you are engaging in another confrontation!

If you have had battle scars, it is helpful to understand again that they are evidence not of an opponent (there is none!) but of a battle. It is helpful to then deploy self-compassion so that you do not get caught in a confrontational way. And then, when you have abandoned the battle, the scars will disappear and you will feel well again.

Upping the stakes

If you’ve ever played poker, you’re probably familiar with the decision to increase the stakes. Typically you have a good hand (or you’re bluffing!), and you think you can pick some tokens off of the other players. You throw in some extra money and what was a $10 round just became a $20 round. You’ve upped the stakes. Naturally, you’re now more eager to win and you’re sitting on the edge of your seat.

As you can imagine, upping the stakes is part of what makes playing poker exciting. But you can also imagine that it’s probably not something that would lead to you feeling more relaxed and likely to sleep well. Yet, upping the stakes is very common when you have trouble sleeping.

Here’s how you up the stakes when it comes to sleep: when I sleep better, I will go on that road trip.

This statement seems pretty innocent. What’s wrong with having something to look forward to when sleep returns?

Well, there’s nothing inherently wrong with having a plan, except when it’s contingent upon sleeping more. Because now the stakes are higher.

Not only do you want to sleep well just to sleep well, it’s now a requirement for doing something you’d like to do in the future. And for every “When I sleep better I will…” you’re increasing the stakes further!

And naturally, the higher the stakes are, the more future pleasures or meaningful activities that hinge upon how much you sleep, the more pressure and the less sleep you’ll have!

So, what should you do if you realize that you have been upping the stakes?

You have two great options.

Either you remove the stakes or you do the thing that you thought you needed to sleep more to do.

In other words, using the road trip example, you decide that you will or will not do it independently of sleep. That’s removing the stakes. Or you just go ahead and take the trip even if you’re not sleeping great.

Whichever you do, you have lowered the stakes, there’s less that depends on sleep and sleep will come easier to you.

Speed bump

A very common message I get is the one with a headline such as “I’ve had a relapse.” or “I was doing so well but now the insomnia is back.” This is what I call a speed bump.

Here’s the thing, if someone does not experience one or many speed bumps on their journey towards sleeping well, I doubt that they really had insomnia.

Because beliefs and ideas are sticky. Particularly when they are about your safety.

Because of this, it is virtually unheard of that someone has linear progressive improvement from trouble sleeping to no trouble sleeping. There will be speed bumps.

Now here’s another thing, it is when things are out of the ordinary that you can learn the most. And there’s perhaps no better opportunity for learning and for taking a great step forward then when you’re in a speed bump.

In this chapter we will focus on what I think are the three most important learning points when you slept better and then experience sleeping less again.

1. Consider why you slept better before this speed bump.

Imagine this fictional person who isn’t willing to lose one minute of sleep. That is utterly unacceptable to her and she is constantly thinking of how to not lose a single minute.

She will have a ton of insomnia! Imagine the pressure to sleep if losing one minute is unacceptable.

Imagine on the other hand a person who’s fine with sleeping little. They will sleep well because there’s no pressure at all.

Here’s the thing - you slept better because you became more willing to be awake!

Your work learning and changing habits, this led you to understand more, worry less and become more okay with being awake at night!

So the first thing to do when you have a speed bump is to see that it was you becoming more okay with wakefulness at night that led you to sleep better.

2. Resist the urge to respond.

You know insomnia comes from a place of being proactive. The more things you try to produce sleep, the more you try to escape being awake at night, the more sticky the insomnia becomes!

And when you’re in a speed bump, you’re the most vulnerable because the brain is in full defense mode. It’s trying to figure out what’s happening and what to do next.

So anything you do now to try to sleep more will lead to self-monitoring because the brain wants to see if it’s “working”. And the more it’s monitoring, the less sleep you get and the more things you’ll want to try.

So you’re particularly vulnerable to fall into a rabbit hole when you’re in a speed bump.

This is why it’s particularly important now to do what’s most difficult: nothing at all to “improve sleep”.

3. Daytime opportunity.

Although it is very important not to do anything to sleep more, you do have a great opportunity to do things during the day to show your brain that it has nothing to be afraid of!

Think of some things that you enjoy that you normally do not allow yourself. Do those now!

You’re probably very tired but try to find those reserves within and do something to spoil yourself.

This is super helpful because when you teach the brain that even after little or no sleep, a good day can follow. Now you’re showing it that it doesn’t need to worry about sleepless nights.

And when that happens, you have much milder and much more infrequent speed bumps. And as they’re milder, you feel less need to do anything and then you’re in a virtuous cycle and will soon not struggle at all with sleep!

All thanks to a speed bump.

Hyper events

If you have experienced something you describe as weird, strange, unusual or bizarre, it is actually very obvious what the culprit is. Virtually every single time these descriptive words come up, someone is experiencing a manifestation of hyperarousal.

It can be very anxiety provoking to experience something that seems otherworldly. Knowing that hyper events are common on the other hand can be very reassuring. Let’s take a look at some common categories of hyper events.

Hyper sleep

When sleep is mixed with hyperarousal it’s as if you’re trying to drive a car with the brake pushed down. Although you recognize that sleep happened, you’re not sure. You’re not sure whether you slept or you were awake. You have vivid dreams. You feel like you spent the entire night in a state between wakefulness and sleep.

Hyper energy

Despite a minimal amount of sleep, you feel energized during the day. This often adds to your anxiety as you cannot understand how you can still function on a minimal amount of sleep.

Time traveling

You have absolutely no sense of having fallen asleep, yet time has skipped ahead. You may have missed part of the show or you see that it’s two hours later all of a sudden.

Hyper jerks

You have tremors, twitches, muscle spasms in all parts of your body or only some. The jerks may be particularly noticeable just as you're about to drift off into sleep.

Hyper experiences

Your perceptions are altered. You have out of body experiences. You have tinnitus. Your eyes are hurting or may be twitching. You have blurry vision. You notice tensions and tingling sensations. You think you may have hallucinations. You feel disoriented. The qualities of your thoughts seem different. You jolt awake from becoming aware of the process of falling asleep.

You have trouble finding the names of common objects. You mix up names. You have a hard time remembering things. You have surges of energy. You have palpitations, profuse sweating and shortness of breath.

What is important to know when you have the above experiences is that they are very commonly produced by hyperarousal. As in so many other situations, it seems like a good idea is to figure out why they’re happening and find some way to stop them. But that just intensifies the very experience you don’t want to have.

Simply understanding that they are not harmful or unusual, and continuing to learn about sleep is all you need to do when you have these. When there’s no longer any mystery, and the hyperarousal settles, so will the hyper events.

Cues & Clues

As you are well aware, your body often has things it wants to tell you. For example it may tell you to bundle up by making you feel cold. It may tell you to eat by making you feel hungry or to rest by making you feel tired. These straight forward signals from your body we call cues.

A cue is a sensation that calls for a specific action.

A clue on the other hand is something entirely different. This is a sensation that does not call for any particular action but rather clues you in to what you are thinking. The hyper events we just talked about are clues. They tell you that there are thoughts happening in your brain that produce hyperarousal. This is good to know because things get tricky when you confuse a clue for a cue!

Perhaps the most common way this happens is when you have a racing heart at night. This can seem like a cue. It can seem like your body is trying to tell you that something is wrong and that you should do something about this. Because a cue calls for action.

When you on the other hand see that this was a clue, then something very helpful happens. Firstly you no longer think that there is something wrong with you which in itself is nice. Secondly you see that the action called for is inaction. This is very helpful because it keeps you from trying to escape a thought without even knowing it.

As you know the more you try to escape a thought or emotion the more sticky it becomes. And when you identify a clue as a cue and try to do something about it, you are in fact trying to get away from the thoughts that produced the clue.

Next time you have a sensation in your body, you can try to identify it as a cue or a clue. Getting to you know yourself and your body’s signals in this way leads you in a very beneficial direction.

Swiss awakenings

A not uncommon phenomenon in the insomnia universe is waking up at the exact same time night after night. No matter when you go to bed, you always wake up exactly at 3 am. Because of the precision and consistency of these awakenings, we call them Swiss awakenings.

Waking up in itself is actually a normal part of sleep. We all have brief awakenings multiple times per hour. But when we don’t react to waking up, we fall back asleep soon after and don’t remember having woken up. In other words it is reacting to the fact that you are awake that can cause prolonged wakefulness. However, this doesn’t explain why you can wake up at the exact same time night after night.

Here’s the thing, many have actually experienced Swiss awakenings in a context where it wasn’t scary, but perhaps still notable: waking up regularly just before your alarm goes off.

It’s very common to have an alarm set for 6 am and regularly wake up just a few minutes before. If you haven’t experienced this yourself, ask a few people and you’ll surely find several who have.

How can this happen?

There’s really nothing very strange about this, it simply shows that we do have an “internal clock” if you will. We have a circadian rhythm and know instinctively (as long as there are some cues here and there throughout the day that sets or recalibrates the clock) about what time it is in any given moment. And when that internal system is trained for wakefulness at a certain time, it can keep this happening even in the absence of any particular trigger or cue.

Why though would you start waking up at the same time in the middle of the night? Probably simply because you have started taking note of what time that particular awakening happens.

You may have woken up randomly at 3 am (remember that we wake up multiple times per hour), noticed that you were awake and that it was 3 am and then reacted with a strong emotion. This may have primed your internal clock that something odd was happening at this particular time and you now have a self sustaining alarm system.

This chapter really just serves to educate you that Swiss awakenings are common and not a sign of anything unusual going on. And when you go the timeless way, they become a non issue. Because when you don’t recalibrate that internal clock overnight, when you no longer know what time you are awake, Swiss awakenings can no longer happen.

Pattern formation

I know that I say often that this or that phenomenon is common, and that is all true! Now if there’s a particularly common observation however, it is that of a pattern.

Pattern formation most commonly occurs when you have started learning Natto or joined a sleep coaching program or other initiative aimed towards sleeping better. This said, even at baseline it’s common to notice patterns when it comes to your sleep.

As you can imagine, all kinds of varieties are seen. Sleeping well every other night and very little every other night is common. Sleeping very little for 5 nights followed by 2 nights of more sleep or other types of bubble/bust patterns are also common. So are more complex ones such as two nights of little sleep, one night of sleeping better, one in between night and then rinse and repeat.

Here’s the thing, the pattern doesn’t mean anything.

There’s no hidden clue or insight to be learned from the particular pattern you’re experiencing. Except perhaps that you can see how the Gas & Brake model plays out in a very instructive way.

The simplest of patterns, one night little sleep and one night sleeping more can be driven by a gas issue. It can simply be that you sleep a lot one night and then have little sleep drive the following night and sleep little. This said, it’s very uncommon that patterns are not primarily a brake issue. Patterns are mostly driven by expectations and hyperarousal.

If you have noticed a pattern where you sleep well let's say for two nights in a row after little sleep for five nights, then the pattern itself often becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. After sleeping well for two nights you think “Here we go again.” Anxiety rises and you have a sleepless night. After five of those your thought becomes “Finally some relief.” which reduces your hyperarousal and you sleep better.

This is a bit different from forecasting failure because you’re not trying to predict what will happen, you feel pretty certain. And when you nonetheless see a change in the pattern, then you may simply conclude that you have a new pattern and take note of that.

What’s most important to know about pattern formation is again that it is common and not a signal that something unusual is happening. There’s nothing in the pattern that you can learn that will lead you towards becoming less attached.

What’s most helpful is to know the above and to step away from monitoring for patterns. When you no longer are on the lookout for patterns, they cease to occur.

Sleep detox

A sleep detox is different from most of the concepts here in that it is not a thought that you may have had, but rather something you may want to consider if you feel stuck. Or just feel like a change of pace would be nice.

As you know, only the first steps on your journey to sleeping well are active. The letting go part is what will take you the final steps towards natto. And sometimes learning and studying even something helpful like Natto can keep you in a state of atto.

A sleep detox is a period of time where you deliberately do not read up on sleep whatsoever. 10 days or 2 weeks is often a good amount of time to begin with.

By “leaving” the path, you often end up finding yourself having taken a big step forward. Sometimes thoughts fall into place when you are not working on them. Sometimes you see the forest only when you step out of the trees.

In Natto we often encourage a sleep detox for these reasons. Sometimes you find that it was so helpful that you extend it all the way until you have reached your destination.

The illusion of controllability

Something that often happens when you feel that you have lost control of your thoughts or feelings or sleep is that you look back and you look at other people.

When you recall that you slept well, you may easily conclude that you had control over your sleep but that you have now lost that now. Or you may start to think that other people can control their sleep but that you no longer can.

This thinking, as you surely aren’t surprised to hear, comes from a place where the brain is exercising its survival mode. It has identified a problem and having control seems desirable. Therefore it is in the brain’s interest to believe that there is control to be had. Thinking that you had control in the past or that other people have control is a more appealing scenario to the brain than there is no way to control sleep.

This is where the illusion of controllability comes from. Your brain yet again trying to keep you safe. And yet again, simply understanding this is what makes the most difference. Because when a thought like “I can’t stop obsessing over this.” or “I can’t manage my thoughts.” or “I’ve lost the ability to sleep.” comes up, you will remember that control is an illusion.

And perhaps more importantly, that when you didn’t try exercise control, there was no struggle.

Change reaction

Something that can throw off a Natto student for a bit is when the right decision results in sleeping less. When a positive change, a change that is true to the teaching, nonetheless results in sleeping less. This we call a change reaction.

Change reactions are something of a cousin of a pre-extinction burst. Remember how when you first start your journey towards natto you may have an initial burst of hyperarousal before things start settling in. You may recall the toddler you start to ignore who then acts up even more despite this being a good decision on your end. Well the same type of thing often happens later in your journey as well.

A common example is when you have decided that you don’t want to sleep on a couch and you decide to sleep in your bed going forward. You know that if there’s a conflict, if you’re sleeping where you don’t want to sleep, this creates friction and you decide that now is the time for change.

This is no doubt a sound decision. But you may nonetheless experience a burst of hyperarousal and trouble sleeping when you start sleeping in your bed again.

Just like the pre-extinction burst, this comes from a place of safety thinking in the brain. Sleep is still on the safety radar and when it is, any change related to sleep, even a sound one, can set off alarms.

The important teaching point here is that even if there’s less sleep happening after you go back to your bed, this in no way means that you did something wrong or that you should go back to sleeping on your couch. You’re simply experiencing a change reaction.

In fact if anything, the fact that you have a burst of less sleep after a positive change is a good sign. It’s a sign that you’re taking a step away from safety and towards freedom. You’re teaching the brain that there’s nothing to be afraid of.

And just like the pre-exctintion burst, the change reaction mellows out simply by sticking with your plan.

Trailing insomnia

When a client tells me that they’re starting to worry less, but that they’re not sleeping any more, I find this very encouraging.

This is because less anxiety wouldn’t have happened if the client wasn’t willing to learn and ready to do some thought work.

However, it’s natural to wonder why you aren’t sleeping more now that the hyperarousal is lifting. Wouldn’t that be expected given the Gas & Brake model?

If you find yourself in this spot, know that it is a good one. Sleep will come your way when you understand more and worry less, there simply is a little lag going on.

Remember that anxiety isn’t the only thing that increases hyperarousal. So does puzzlement, excitement and curiosity.

Often when you are starting to understand sleep, and you are less worried, the reduction in hyperarousal from anxiety is replaced by one of the three states above.

You’re less anxious, so therefore you get a bit excited as you now will sleep more. Or perhaps you are curious to see if the reduction in worrying will make more sleep happen. Maybe you're puzzled why you’re not sleeping more at this point. Now instead of anxiety, we have these other causes of hyperarousal that create some sleeplessness.

Here’s the thing though, being less anxious is a big big step forward. It’s perhaps the single most important one. And if you just keep doing what you’ve been doing, sleep will come your way. Because you will be less curious, less puzzled and less excited as you become less interested in your sleep.

You just have a little bit of trailing insomnia, that’s all.

Surrender sleep

Here’s something you might recognize: you get your best sleep just as the sun is about to rise. Or perhaps you’ve thought more in terms of hours. Maybe you’ve noticed that you sleep the best around 5 or 6 or 7 am. This is what we call surrender sleep.

Surrender sleep happens for three reasons, the last one here being the most important.

Firstly, your circadian rhythm is very inactive early in the morning. It produces very few alerting signals at this time. By the way, if you wonder why we talk very little about circadian rhythms in Natto it is because it very rarely matters. This is one of the few exceptions. It won't hurt to learn about circadian rhythms, but there’s little there that plays a role when it comes to insomnia.

But just so we have covered another common question: no, your circadian rhythm cannot be broken or out of sync or run on a cycle that causes insomnia.

Secondly, you have been awake for a long period of time if you’ve hardly slept until for example 5 am so your sleep drive is stronger.

Finally, and this is the big one, you have given up on sleep.

Here’s the thing, when you go to bed, you are somewhat pressured to sleep. As the night goes by without you falling asleep, that pressure keeps increasing as you know your opportunity for sleep decreases. However, at some point in the early morning, you give up. Whether you sleep at all now doesn’t seem to matter. There’s so little time left for sleep anyway.

At that moment, when you give up on sleep, sleep comes easily because hyperarousal is finally coming down. The foot is off the brake pedal.

The two important teaching points when it comes to surrender sleep is that it is a very common experience, nothing strange or unusual happening, and that whenever you no longer feel pressured to sleep, sleep comes easy.

Surfer’s window

Almost as common as surrender sleep, we see a different phenomenon on the other side of the night. The most common way this is experienced is feeling like there is a window, for example between 10 pm and 11 pm where you have a wave of sleepiness. If you catch that wave you sleep well. If you miss it, then you have a sleepless night.

This is a surfer’s window.

A surfer’s window is another phenomenon that many find strange and that can lead you to believe that something is wrong. Again, we can easily explain why this happens using, you guessed it, the Gas & Brake model.

Let’s take a look at the surfer’s window from a gas perspective. Could it be that you’re sleepier earlier in the night and then sleepiness somehow decreases?

Remember that the one thing that increases sleep drive is wakefulness. And as you have been more awake at say midnight than 10 pm, we can easily conclude that a surfer’s window is not explained by the gas pedal.

Can you be more hyperaroused at midnight then you were at 10 pm? Could this be the reason you miss the wave?

Bingo! That’s exactly what happens. And if you thought “Wait a minute, is there a wave at all?”, you were on the right track. There in fact is no wave of sleepiness, but there is a wave of hyperarousal which makes it appear as if sleepiness slipped away.

In other words, at 10 pm you’re not very pressured to sleep. Hyperarousal is low. You feel sleepiness at this point and you fairly easily fall asleep. Having fallen asleep, even if you wake up later you know that you “caught the wave”. Your hyperarousal remains low and you sleep well.

If you for any reason however are still awake near 11 pm, now something entirely different happens. You’re starting to think that you may “miss the wave”. You become increasingly hyperaroused and sleepiness becomes masked.

As you can see, the surfer’s window is very similar to the Houdini effect.

Knowing that there’s nothing strange or unusual happening if you’ve experienced a surfer’s window is sometimes all you need to do to sleep better. What also helps greatly is the timeless way. If you don’t know what time it is, then you won't feel pressured to sleep by a certain point.

The window no longer exists and sleep will come easier.

The type two concern

If you have read everything up until this point, nodded, agreed that much of Natto makes sense, but despite how much you recognize your own thoughts, a little voice keeps telling you that your case is different, then you have experienced a type two concern.

(And yes, this is repetition. As this concept is so very important (because still feeling after all you’ve read that your case is different so often gets you stuck) I decided to double down here and explain it just one more time. Feel free to skip ahead if you feel you understood the type two concern.)

A really great cautionary tale to illustrate the type two concern is the one about the boy who cried wolf. In case you’re not familiar, here’s a brief synopsis.

A boy is asked to watch sheep on behalf of his village. He gets bored and cries wolf. The villagers come to his rescue only to find that it was a joke. They return to the village. He gets bored a second time, cries wolf again and the villagers find that there was no wolf a second time. When the villagers have returned to the village, a wolf indeed does appear. When the boy cries wolf this third time, the villagers do not believe him and the wolf eats the boy.

In this story we find examples of two types of errors. The type 1 and the type 2 error. If you are familiar with statistical analysis, this will be familiar to you.

A type 1 error is a false alarm. It is believing something based on the evidence at hand that nonetheless isn’t true. When the boy cried wolf and the villagers believed that there was a wolf, they committed a type 1 error.

Insomnia by the way is an example of a type 1 error. It is believing that there is a threat when there is no actual threat. Insomnia is a type of false alarm.

A type 2 error is not believing something based on the evidence at hand that in fact is true. When the boy cried wolf the third time and the villagers believed there was no wolf, they committed a type 2 error.

And this, committing a type 2 error, is something our brains are very afraid of doing.

As you are well aware now, the brain is a survival machine and never wants you to come in harm's way. Missing a real threat, even when there’s a lot of clues that there is no real threat, is something it would never forgive itself for. This is why you often will hear yes-but reactions.

“I am not even anxious, I just don’t sleep.” is a common one. In this case, the brain is trying to point out that sleep isn’t happening even in the absence of hyperarousal. There is a real threat, there is a wolf.

“I have a condition that is causing my insomnia.” is another common one.

When you find that your brain is coming up with reasons for you not to believe that there’s no danger, think about the villagers in the story. Think of how they must have felt when they found that the boy had cried wolf that third time, fearing for his life, and they did not respond.

That’s what your brain is afraid will happen if it doesn’t get you to realize that there could be a real problem with you and that you have to do something to keep yourself safe.

When you empathize with and understand your brain, when you see that it truly always has your safety as it’s first priority, it becomes easier to let go.

You can now gently remind it of everything you know. You can speak to your brain softly and with kindness and let it know that you appreciate how much it cares for you.

When you do, it will be more and more willing to learn and unlearn. It will reach a point where it can start reconsidering if there ever was a wolf in the first place.

And when it sees that it cannot actually commit a type 2 error, because there’s no threat that it can miss, you’ll have taken a great step towards natto.

The type two conclusion

Now this here is a concept that is super closely related to the type two concern, yet so common that it deserves its own name.

The type two conclusion occurs when the brain not only points you towards evidence that there may be an underlying problem, but when this has been concluded. And this conclusion comes from the absence of sleep following doing something that “should have” produced sleep.

For example, you take Ambien for the first time and sleep no more. Or you take twice the prescribed amount of Temazepam and nothing happens.

Here the absence of sleep when you think there should have been at least some appears to be evidence that there truly is something wrong with you.

Knowing the Gas & Brake model you know that medications cannot produce sleep. And understanding the type two concern you see why the brain defaults to concluding that there is a wolf in order to mobilize a rescue campaign.

Combining this knowledge, you see where the type two conclusion comes from. And when you do, you can easily dismiss any suggestions from the brain that an absence of sleep following any intervention is worrisome.

Opposition research

Something that I had a hard time wrapping my head around when I started learning and teaching about insomnia was how often members of the community would read about health problems that supposedly happen if you’re not sleeping enough.

What I found paradoxical was that the person asking about an article or blog post at some level knew that reading that particular story probably wasn’t helpful, but they still did.

At some point it dawned on me that this behavior in fact makes perfect sense in many situations. You will not be surprised to hear that yet again, this is a behavior that has the most practical and obvious benefits when you’re facing a tangible threat. But not when the threat is a perceived one.

To expand on this, let’s use an example from the arena from which we have borrowed the name opposition research, politics.

Let’s say you are going to run for office against a specific political opponent. You know that she is going to come after you, and you want to be as effective as possible in your counter attacks when you are debating.

In this scenario, it makes perfect sense to examine her voting records and her agenda and debating style. You want to maximize your chances of political survival and you have a very tangible opponent. Therefore, the act of researching her makes perfect sense.

This is the reason why you may be drawn to researching insomnia and sleep deprivation. Yet again, it’s a way for the brain to try to keep you safe. It reckons that the more it knows about the threat, the better prepared you will be.

Once I realized this, a behavior that confused me suddenly made perfect sense. Of course you would want to know more when you think of insomnia as an opponent! Just as a boxer, or wrestler or any other competitive athlete would benefit from studying their competition to boost their survival chances, so it would seem like a natural thing to do for someone battling insomnia.

But the thing is, when it comes to sleep there is no opponent.

And here’s the real conundrum, the act of studying a perceived opponent can make it seem like there actually is an opponent that you should be studying!

Finding that insomnia is linked to this or that health problem can make you feel like you’re onto something. You can feel like you’re getting prepared, gearing up for a confrontation.

Needless to say, preparing for an upcoming attack isn’t going to help you sleep any better!

This is why it’s important to understand opposition research.

When you understand why you sometimes feel an impulse to check a particular video or reddit post, it’s much easier to decide not to.

And when you no longer research, you see less and less reason to believe than an opponent exists. And that on the other hand is going to help you sleep much better.

Wonder wall

As you are very familiar with at this point, hyperarousal is the reason sleep doesn’t happen when you struggle with sleep.

It’s often very obvious that anxiety or frustration can cause insomnia. Intuitively this makes a lot of sense. In fact, if something very stressful happens like you unexpectedly losing your job, and you go on to sleep well, that would be unusual.

Here’s something that may be important that is often not as obvious, hyperarousal can come from curiosity.

It is not common, but every now and then I come across someone who isn’t anxious or upset but who simply cannot understand why they are sleeping so very little. They find it odd. Perhaps they are puzzled and bewildered. Sometimes I believe that there is a component of anxiety present as well although it’s not the dominant emotion.

I call this hitting a wonder wall.

Wondering why you’re not sleeping is in itself enough for not sleeping to happen.

Understanding the wonder wall is very helpful because it removes the reason wondering happened in the first place. And when there’s no wondering, there is no wall.

Win-lose thinking

Win-lose thinking is a very important concept to understand because celebrating sleep as a victory and mourning a night of little sleep as a defeat is a very common perpetuator of insomnia.

You’re very familiar at this point with the narrative that keeps insomnia going: sleep is desired and wakefulness is undesired. Thanks to this knowledge you will easily see how win-lose thinking is manifested and why it is problematic.

“I was successful in getting 7 hours of sleep!” is a common way of expressing satisfaction with sleeping a certain amount. As you can see, the word “successful” and the overall celebratory tone shows that the person who said this feels like a winner.

And there’s never a reason to rain on anyone’s parade. Being happy when something nice happens is completely expected, nothing wrong with that. But it’s important to know that thinking of sleep as a victory strengthens the Desire for sleep and leads towards atto.

Similarly, thinking that a night of little sleep is a defeat reinforces the narrative that there is a battle, that there is an enemy and that the goal is victory. Again, this is the very narrative that creates circular problems.

Win-lose thinking is very important to pick up on because it is very natural to react to a night of sleep in a celebratory way. It doesn’t intuitively seem like a problem.

When you go from being victorious to simply happy that you slept well and you see that this came from a place of no effort, then win-lose thinking dissipates and you’re on a path towards natto.

A truce

You often hear someone who’s had trouble sleeping say that they’re not having too much trouble because they have found a way to manage their insomnia. Perhaps this someone has found a combination of supplements and rituals that seems to work. Or perhaps they are using CBTi techniques like sleep restriction and stimulus control. Perhaps they have a very strict sleep schedule.

This situation is what we call a truce. It is as if the battle has been paused and both sides have decided not to actively engage in confrontation at the moment.

This is similar to being in the cave we talked about earlier, but the difference is that things are more stable over time when you are in a truce.

It is not unusual to hear that a truce has lasted for several years.

Understandably, a truce is preferred to an all out struggle. And therefore, you may be very reluctant to change anything when the truce seems to be holding up. On the other hand, the truce isn’t necessarily that pleasant.

There is always that low level anxiety. What if insomnia brakes the truce? Also, all the things you do to maintain the truce can really limit how much you enjoy life. Perhaps you avoid social events in the evening? Perhaps you don’t travel? Maybe you spend quite a bit of time and bandwidth thinking about sleep which keeps you from having peace of mind?

As you can see, truce isn’t a great place to be.

You already know what is most important: there in fact is no opponent. And when you disarm unilaterally (which again is the only possible way to disarm, there is no enemy that can also disarm!). When you become aware of sleep efforts and befriend wakefulness, you will become more and more free.

When you no longer try to manage sleep or engage in any techniques or rituals, the truce will end and peace will come to you.

Sleep envy

A very common reaction when I speak to a client with trouble sleeping, having asked if they know anyone who sleeps well, is something like “Yes my husband, it’s so very annoying!”

This is an example of sleep envy. As the name implies, this means being envious of someone who sleeps well.

If you have sleep envy, firstly know that this is very common and not an emotion you should be hard on yourself for (!). But it’s good to know that it does stand in your way.

Whenever you think someone else has an ability you don’t have, it reinforces the belief that something is wrong with you.

And when you think something is wrong with you, friction is created that makes sleep happen less easily.

A good opportunity if you recognize yourself is to ponder how that person you’re envious of sleeps so well. In fact, they will share the secret with you if you simply ask. They will reply with a shrug and go “Dunno..”. And that is it. That’s the secret to sleeping well. 0 effort.

Now what you may consider so that you become less envious, and reduce that friction from the envy, is to think of what the subject of your envy doesn’t get to do. Perhaps he doesn’t get to listen to that amazing podcast or read this great book. Maybe he should be envious of you?

Most importantly however, as you’ve heard so many times, is not being hard on yourself for being envious. It’s completely understandable! Deploy self-kindness and you’ll see good things come your way.

Offensive sleep efforts

I promised in the beginning that we would talk more about sleep efforts. It’s time to do just that!

Sleep efforts is a very helpful term found in CBTi. It describes anything done with the intent and purpose of producing or protecting sleep.

As you can imagine, sleep efforts lead to more trouble sleeping. Because the more you try the less you sleep.

Let us expand on this and talk in the next four chapters about the two types of sleep effort that exist and the major problem with them respectively.

We will start with the offensive sleep effort.

An offensive sleep effort is actively doing something to produce or preserve sleep. For example installing black out curtains.

As you already are very familiar with how escaping a perceived threat is problematic and how Desire drives Trouble, we will actually move right along to the specific problem with offensive sleep efforts: confidence ceding.

Before we do, please know that although I just mentioned one example here, the list truly is endless. Just think about anything you can recall that you have done with the intent of getting more sleep or making sure you don’t lose more sleep, that’s an offensive sleep effort!

With this said, let’s move along!

Confidence ceding

When you do anything to sleep more, that can have the direct impact of producing less sleep. For example, lying down in your bed with your eyes closed and just trying to shut your brain off and sleep will have the immediate effect that you sleep less.

But what about if you install black out curtains and you start sleeping more, is that really a problem?

For someone without insomnia, the answer is no, no problem at all. Because there was no mystery whatsoever present. There was no belief that there was any internal problem with your sleep system or hormones. There was no concern that something was wrong. There was simply too much light.

But for someone who’s struggled with sleep, there’s always an underlying thought that there’s something wrong.

Here’s the thing, when someone with insomnia starts sleeping more after having installed black out curtains, this leads to strengthening the belief that something is wrong. The fact that black out curtains were required confirms that they cannot sleep without interventions.

This is what we call confidence ceding. The event of confidence being externalized by believing something from the outside is necessary for sleep.

Now, when you’ve had trouble sleeping, it may not seem like that bad of a deal. So what if I believe the black out curtains make me sleep if I do sleep?

The problem is that you’re never fully convinced that there’s no more problems. We all have this sixth sense for things that don’t make sense. We want to believe that the black out curtains were the magic bullet, but deep down inside, we know something isn’t adding up.

When you’re confidence ceding, you may sleep ok, but there’s always a part of you that isn’t convinced that you won’t have trouble again. There’s always some lingering preoccupation making sound sleep elusive.

You may still say that decent sleep is better than sleeping very little. True, but the problem with confidence ceding is that there’s always that moment of truth. With any new stressor, hyperarousal levels are up, and now you have a sleepless night despite the black out curtains.

Now this is when things get really tricky, because your internal confidence has been eroded and if the external replacement isn’t helping, you easily panic and look for another sleep effort. The new sleep effort creates more confidence ceding and a spiral of effort and reduced confidence can occur.

Confidence ceding is the major problem with offensive sleep efforts. But on a very positive note, when you understand sleep efforts, they are mostly neutralized.

It may sound too good to be true, but in reality, when you realize that installing the black out curtains was a sleep effort, an attempt to produce sleep which is in fact impossible, then your confidence isn’t going anywhere. Because there’s no longer any mystery.

Therefore, there’s no rush to eliminate all the sleep efforts that you may be engaged in. Simply being mindful alone is typically all you need. Because when a thought like “Perhaps I should try that himalayan herbal tea?” pops up, you simply smile as you realize what your brain is trying to get you to do. And now, you can actually have that very same tea, because there’s no longer any intent of it making you sleep.

And your confidence stays where it belongs, with you.

Defensive sleep efforts

Now that you understand the offensive sleep effort, let’s move to the defensive kind. This is an effort not of doing something, but rather of avoiding something.

The intent is the same, to produce or preserve sleep, but instead of engaging in any particular activity, it is doing less of something.

The perhaps most common ones are reducing coffee intake and limiting screen time.

You already know that this has no impact whatsoever on insomnia, and you can probably come up with several reasons a defensive sleep effort is problematic. But let us spend some time on the most troublesome consequence, agency ceding.

Agency ceding

When you give up a part of you that you enjoyed or found meaningful (otherwise you probably hadn’t been doing that!), what you give up can be confidence, but even more so it is the capacity to act independently and make your own free choices. This capacity is known as agency and is very important for well being.

Agency ceding, diminishing the range of possible choices you have at any given time, is the biggest problem with defensive sleep efforts.

It’s not very difficult to imagine how this can happen.

Let’s say you stop drinking coffee to sleep more. If this doesn’t seem to help, you often think this was insufficient and you look for something else you can trade for more sleep. If you sleep more after not drinking coffee on the other hand, this may again seem like a good thing but in fact it is just as problematic as when an offensive sleep effort seems to “work”.

When you give up something and sleep more, it teaches you that your sleep is vulnerable, that there’s something wrong with your sleep system and that you should give things up when you’re not sleeping well.

The next thing you limit may be enjoyable things in the evening like watching Netflix. Then you may cancel trips and social events. The more agency ceding, the bigger role insomnia takes in your life.

You surely get the point so let us again review the surprisingly simple way to not end up ceding agency. Simply being aware is a perfect starting point. There is no rush to start doing all the things you used to. If it feels like that’s the thing to do though, go for it! But just understanding is really what matters. Because as we reviewed earlier, when there’s no mystery, then you see that limiting yourself isn’t taking you in a good direction and you naturally, without effort, make choices that take you towards natto.

Counter efforts

Here’s something helpful to know about: anything can become a sleep effort. For example, if you pick up this book and read it with the intent and purpose of the teaching producing sleep, then that is an offensive sleep effort. But guess what, even trying to avoid sleep efforts so that you can sleep better can become a sleep effort!

When you first read this, it may sound confusing. And you know what, this may not be very important at all to understand. But it is common enough that I wanted to include the concept of counter efforts here.

Now let’s look at an example to make things more clear.

Let’s say that you have understood that drinking herbal tea in the evening was a sleep effort. You see that this hasn’t been helpful and you want to stop. At the same time, changing a habit is scary and you’re not sure if you really need to. But you want to sleep and decide to push yourself to not drink that tea, so that you get rid of that sleep effort, so that you can sleep better.

Well that's it! You are now actively trying to stop doing something so that you can sleep. This is what we call a counter effort. Which is short for a counter sleep effort.

Now you may wonder, what should one do in this situation? Should you stop yourself from trying to stop yourself from having herbal tea so that you can sleep? No, because then you have created a counter counter effort!

The point being, whenever you do anything forcefully to try to make sleep happen, even if there’s a very understandable reason, it stands in your way.

The best way is actually to be gentle with yourself when you recognize that you have sleep efforts.

If you see that you have engaged in a sleep effort then just being aware as we talked about earlier is what really makes a difference. That’s a good path in itself, and it also keeps you from those sneaky counter efforts!

The emotion fatigue

We have talked a few times already about fatigue. And perhaps you have already divined what this concept is about, but it is worth spending some time here because fatigue is so common when atto is driving a circular problem.

Here’s the thing, there are two types of fatigue.

One is very straightforward. You’ve run half a marathon and your legs are tired. You rest and your legs feel better. This is physical fatigue and it behaves in a very predictable way.

The other fatigue behaves quite differently. It is a deeper sense of fatigue. A fatigue that you can’t shake, that stays with you no matter what you do. In fact, the more you try to feel rested, the more sticky it becomes.

Does this pattern sound familiar?

It does sound like insomnia in itself doesn’t it? It’s the whole perceived threat model and Trouble & Desire model all over, but with a different problem.

In other words, this second form of fatigue behaves like an emotion. It behaves just like anxiety or anger. Or rather I should say, it behaves like an unwanted emotion.

Just like emotions are fleeting when not thought of as unwanted, so is emotional fatigue. And just like when an emotion has been identified as a threat, and it becomes stickier the more we try to escape, so emotional fatigue becomes stronger the more we don’t want to experience it.

Sometimes a clue to whether you are experiencing emotional fatigue is as subtle as three letters, too.

When you feel tired, or very tired, that in itself doesn’t signal that anything is off or call for any particular action. But when you say you are “too tired” that’s entirely different.

Too tired means that you think there’s something wrong with your fatigue. That it is disproportionate. That you shouldn’t feel this amount of fatigue. That it needs to be figured out and that some form of action is called for.

Again you see how we respond in a very similar way to emotional fatigue as we do to other unwanted emotions. And the word “too” can be a helpful clue.

If you see that your fatigue is of the emotional kind, then you’re in a good spot! Because everything you’ve learned here about Natto applies perfectly well to the emotion fatigue. 



Analogies

Hiking

This is an adaptation of an analogy from Sasha Stephens that is very helpful when you’ve started sleeping better but hit a speed bump.


Imagine that you are hiking towards the top of a mountain. On that top is a place of peaceful sleep forever.

Whenever you hike, you are bound to stumble. There will be a rock or a root in your way and you will lose your balance.

If you when that happens look down and start inspecting the rock, if you start measuring the rock that you stumbled over, if you wonder why it’s there, if you ponder how you can adjust your stride not to stumble again, well then you will get stuck. You will stay at the place where you stumbled.

On the other hand, if you simply acknowledge that you did stumble, but then continue your hike, then you’ll get to that place where you want to be.

The personal assistant

This is a general analogy illustrating how letting go helps.

Imagine having a personal assistant who took care of a number of your obligations. Wouldn’t that be wonderful!

You simply handover things and say “Please take care of this.” And without further work on your end, it’s done.

When it comes to sleep, you have such a personal sleep assistant in your brain. All humans do. But when we question their work, it becomes difficult for them to get things right. Because they are scrutinized.

When your personal assistant feels that you are micromanaging, if it thinks that you’re gonna get mad, if it feels second guessed, then it feels scared and insecure.

It no longer feels that it is safe to make sleep happen because of all the scrutiny.

This is when it is important to delegate. If you delegate without double checking your assistants work, they will feel secure again. They will feel that they are in a safe place and can allow sleep to happen.

By the way, it can be helpful to consider that when you for example take medication and sleep, this is another example of delegating.

When you no longer feel there’s a job you have to oversee, then sleep happens easily. The confusion becomes that you may think that you delegated to the medication, but you actually delegated to your own sleep assistant by no longer trying to manage sleep.

When you know this, you can use this insight to build trust in your own assistant.

Self coaching formulas

This is not an analogy as you can tell, but I thought I might as well place these formulas here for good measure.

You’re already familiar with the one we ended a previous chapter with ( When you are willing to experience X, the brain has no reason to warn you about X ). Here are a couple of more good ones.

X isn’t the problem, thinking about X is.

This formula is perfect when you are wondering if something is causing you to have trouble sleeping. Some common examples are coffee or blue light or an event in the past.

The key insight here is that nothing can cause insomnia except your thoughts. Anything that you think may cause insomnia can cause insomnia, because you’re thinking about it. But that thing in itself isn’t the problem.

Should I do X or Y? It doesn’t matter, as long as you don’t deliberate whether to do X or Y.

This is a great formula when you are deliberating what would be best to do to sleep more. Some common examples include whether to change your sleep times or not and whether you should stop having sleepy time tea or not.

In reality, whether you do X or Y doesn’t matter. However, deliberating between the two creates preoccupation which stands in the way of sleeping well.

Does insomnia cause X. Probably not but there’s no way to find out. Therefore abandoning the pursuit of truth is most helpful.

It is very common to wonder whether insomnia causes any health problems. Although studies have never shown this, it is very difficult to prove that something isn’t the case.

How would you prove for example that insomnia does not cause biliary colic?

You would need a costly study that would be very difficult to design because it’s hard to induce insomnia in half of the study population.

I just mention this to say that there may be many claims out there that simply cannot be verified or denied. And the more time one spends looking for a truth that isn’t available, the more preoccupation and worry is created that keeps you from sleeping well.

Should I do X? Only if the intent of X isn’t to sleep more or feel more relaxed.

A very common question is whether one should do this particular thing. Often it’s something that you may want to do close to bedtime.

The answer is that as long as it’s not a sleep effort, as long as you are not doing X to try to make yourself sleep or make yourself calm, that’s a great thing to do!

Ice cream cone

Eating an ice cream cone is for many people one of the most enjoyable things you can imagine.

But what if someone told you that you had to finish it in no less than 30 seconds?

Suddenly this most pleasurable activity feels like a stressful chore.

This analogy teaches us that anything that you add a time component to no longer will be very enjoyable.

Boiling milk

When you stand over a pot of milk, waiting for it to boil, it takes forever.

Step away for just a second however and you return to a burnt mess.

This analogy teaches that waiting for sleep to happen is a drawn out and frustrating process. Doing anything but waiting for sleep to happen is a very helpful way of not struggling with frustration.

Football coach

A good football coach has a playbook with a pre-defined plan for every possible scenario. This way there is no question or anxiety as for what to do at any given part of the game.

Similarly, it can be helpful to have a plan for what you will do when you find yourself awake at night. This keeps you from spending much time wondering and pondering which often is an anxiety producing place.

Marathon prep

Imagine a friend asking you how to prepare for a marathon that they are running the following day. It is easy to see how there’s not anything that can be done at this point that will help.

On the flip side, it’s probably not a good idea for your friend to run half a marathon.

Similarly, there is little one can do the hour before going to bed that will help. Getting up early and having an enjoyable day can help, but it’s too late for that the hour before bed. If they on the other hand decide to take a nap or try to take a hot bath to make themselves sleep, that is probably not a good idea.

How big is the universe?

Many with trouble sleeping have questions that are unanswerable such as if low carb dieting will reduce sleepiness.

It may be helpful to consider how most humans have existential questions that they never figure out. We try, and sometimes we feel like we find bread crumbs leading us towards an answer, but mostly we find that there is no answer.

This helps show us that one can enjoy life even with unanswered questions. And when the process of trying to answer unanswerable questions produces anxiety and insomnia, abandoning the search may be very helpful.

Breath holding spell

A child can hold their breath until they are blue in their face and even faint. But they can’t actually hurt their health or bodies.

This analogy of how we humans can hold our breaths for a long time but not to a point where we can cause bodily harm shows that no matter what it seems like, the body can regulate sleep and you will never be harmed by little sleep.

The chief of police

This is an analogy from Eckhart Tolle.

It is difficult for the chief of police to figure out who the arsonist is when the arsonist turns out to be the chief of police himself.

This analogy is a way of explaining that it is difficult to solve a problem when the act of problem solving IS the problem you’re trying to solve.


Tying it all together

We are often told that we should pursue happiness. As you may remember from the early chapters, happiness is one of our core emotions along with sadness, fear, disgust and anger. You probably also remember that emotions have very practical purposes and they really are meant to be bursts or signals that make us do something.


Emotions are fleeting by nature. Uncomfortable emotions are only maintained when we try to make them go away. But how about a very comfortable emotion like happiness?

If we were making an honest attempt at escaping happiness, it probably would become sticky. But reality is that we will never do that. It may sound like this could be a fantastic mind hack (!), but the reason this is not the case is because any intent of escaping happiness will not be sincere.

The risk with happiness is in fact that it becomes a goal. You see, escaping an uncomfortable emotion or pursuing a comfortable one is the same thing. And they both lead to the same place, a circular problem.

So where should one be heading then? If happiness isn’t to be pursued then what should be pursued?

Here’s the thing, happiness is often confused with peace of mind.

Peace of mind is perfectly enjoyable yet absent of any strong emotion. Peace of mind can feel like bliss or fulfillment or lasting joy.

And it comes from nothing.

Peace of mind not only comes from an absence of strong emotions, it is the inevitable consequence.

When you are neither trying to escape discomfort nor trying to attain pleasure, peace of mind happens.

The reason I have gone to great length in this book to show you how the mind works is that I believe this is a big step towards being where you wish to be.

When you fully understand, then it will be easier for you not to resist discomfort. When you no longer resist discomfort, strong emotions are not maintained and again become fleeting. And where there are no lasting strong emotions, from that nothingness, peace of mind happens.

This is what I wish for you.
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