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With the chaos of September Start-Up easing, Fall 
Equinox passed, and a sense (maybe?) of a bit more 
routine in October, we’re all hopefully shifting gears 
into the patterns of the school year.  

October is also the time I hear from a lot of clients 
about some of the things getting in the way of 
wellness. We’ve all moved away from the ease and 
spaciousness of summer, surpassed the frenetic pace 
of start up, and it’s usually around now that I start 
having a lot of conversations about what I call the 
‘building blocks’ of wellness: sleep & rest, movement, 
nutrients. We start to take stock and consider options 
to adjust.

Sleep is a big topic, and we talk about it a lot in my 
work. Sleep disruption is one of the first indicators 
that our wellness might need a bit of attention. It’s a 
fundamental building block of our overall wellness. It’s 
incredibly distressing when we’re not getting enough 
of it. It can be very tricky to get back on track when it’s 
not going well. There is a lot of info out there about 
sleep hygiene strategies. This month, we’re going to 
consider a few tactical and immediately applicable 
tricks to help make those sleepless nights a little more 
bearable.

Coffee thoughts and other strategies for sleep

My husband is a leader in his company and finds 
himself waking in the night with his mind racing and 
ruminating about work-related issues. Sound familiar? 
Many of us have woken in the night and been stuck in 
repeated thoughts related to work. My husband’s story 

sounds a lot like many of our own: he wakes up at 3am 
and his mind immediately turns to his work worries. 
He starts to think more and more about work. He  
looks at the clock and feels worried about being  
awake in the middle of the night. He spirals a little 
between stress and worry that he’s not sleeping and 
being unable to turn his mind off and put work  
worries aside.

There are three strategies he’s employed to help  
him make the best of those restless and sleepless  
3am experiences: Coffee thoughts, Postponing the fix,  
Accepting awake & micro-sleep

Coffee thoughts: 

‘Coffee thoughts’ is a mantra that he uses which serves 
a few purposes: it interrupts his worrying pattern, it 
engages mindfulness by acknowledging what his mind 
is doing, and it gives him permission to postpone his 
worry.

Here’s how it works: when he wakes in the night  
and starts chewing on a work problem, he knows that 
a) he’s not going to solve anything in the middle of the 
night, and b) he’s going to be even less effective the 
next day if he doesn’t get a decent sleep. He decided 
that beating himself up about his nighttime worry was 
only adding to his sleeplessness. He needed a strategy 
to put aside the rumination but knew that if he didn’t 
acknowledge the worry, his brain would cycle back  
to it. That’s how the worrying mind works – it’s like  
a dog with a bone. So, what worked for him was  
to give himself permission to worry but just at a 
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different time. He allows himself to think the issue 
over while he has his coffee the next morning (post-
poning worry). So, during his nighttime ruminating,  
he interrupts the pattern by mentally noting ‘that’s a 
coffee thought’ or just ‘COFFEE THOUGHTS!’ and  
mentally files it away/puts it aside knowing that he  
can think as hard as he wants over the worry in the 
morning after a good night’s sleep. (Thankfully, he 
doesn’t shout this thought aloud or I would also be 
needing some sleep strategies!)

This is essentially a mindfulness and meditation  
strategy. He is engaging his meta-cognition by  
acknowledging the type of thinking he’s engaged in, 
and he employs a strategy of returning his mind to  
the task at hand (sleeping) by engaging a mantra  
that is a mental cue to him. 

‘Coffee thoughts’ is catchy and specific – he postpones 
his worry to a specific time (when he’s better rested 
and alert so he can think more constructively), so he 
hasn’t taken the bone away he’s just said ‘you can 
chew on this bone later.’ 

Postponing the fix

Recently, during a particularly stressful work week, 
he felt that his ‘coffee thoughts’ strategy wasn’t quite 
offering him the same relief that it has in the past. His 
mind kept circling back to chew away on the nighttime 
worry-bone. He needed something else to help him 
put his anxieties aside. We were talking about it over 
dinner, and I shared with him a mindfulness technique 
I learned in my own meditation studies. In a recent 
course I participated in, Joseph Goldstein offered this 
simple question: ‘is this useful?.’ We talked about how 

using this mental note had helped me with rumination. 
He extrapolated from the phrase this interpretation: 
‘I can’t fix that problem in the middle of the night. If 
I don’t sleep well, I am less effective when at work so 
now I can’t fix the problem very well during the day. 
When I acknowledge that my rumination isn’t going 
to solve the problem at 3am, I am better able to put it 
aside and go back to sleep.’

His version of ‘is this useful’ is ‘I can’t fix this problem 
right now.’ Combined with his ‘coffee thoughts’ he  
got a better sleep that night. He postponed both the 
worrying and the ‘fix.’

Accepting awake & micro-sleep

This might sound counter-intuitive but accepting 
awake is exactly as it sounds – we accept that we’re 
awake in the middle of the night. Classically, we awake 
in the night, we realize we’re not able to go back to 
sleep very easily, we start to worry that we’re awake, 
we then start to stress out even more that we’re 
not sleeping. It’s a wild cycle of checking the clock, 
stressing about being awake, commanding ourselves 
to sleep, and inevitably watching our mind wander 
away with worries and stressors. We toss, we turn, 
we look at the clock, we worry and do it all again. 
Two strategies that have helped include acceptance 
of being awake and acceptance of micro-sleep. 
First, accepting awake is exactly as it sounds. Rather 
than layering on the stress of being awake when we 
feel we shouldn’t be, we can say ‘I accept that I’m 
awake, I will focus on making this time awake as restful 
as possible.’ When we shift our focus to ‘resting while 
awake’ we take away the stress and worry and self-
judgement about not sleeping. Often, when I employ 
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this strategy of accepting awake, I fall asleep while I 
relax.

Second, is accepting micro-sleep. Rest is rest. You 
know those people who take 15-minute naps and feel 
rested. What if we practiced acceptance of the small 
chunks of sleep we do achieve in the night? Instead 
of worrying that we’re not getting enough sleep, we 
might decide to make the sleep we are getting count. 
This is simply a mental reframe of our reality. So rather 
than bemoaning our wakefulness which only adds to 
our stress, we celebrate the sleep we are achieving, 
even if it is in smaller chunks.

Postpone your worry and practice acceptance to 
improve your sleep!

For more mindfulness and meditation strategies from 
great teachers like Joseph Goldstein, you might want 
to check out the 10 Percent Happier App or Website: 
https://www.tenpercent.com 

Please reach out to the BCPVPA EIP Program if you 
would like some support and guidance in developing 
and maintaining your personal wellness plan this fall. 
We’re here for you! 

With respect and admiration, 
 
Darby Barnes
Rehabilitation Consultant
humanworks consulting group inc.

Darby is a registered clinical counsellor who describes 
her work calling as ‘caring for people who care for 
people’ and has worked supporting leaders and  
workers in complex human serving systems for over a 
decade. 
 
The humanworks EIP column appears in BCPVPA’s 
eNews the first Friday of each month.

https://www.bcpvpa.org/member-support-services/early-intervention-program#:~:text=The%20program%20is%20administered%20by,illness%2C%20injury%2C%20or%20disability.
https://www.tenpercent.com/

