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Riding the sleep 
cycle 

how to ride the sleep cycle 

Feeling good after the alarm clock rings us out of bed can be a 
hurdle. Finding out how to ride the sleep cycle best can help you to 
take better decisions when it comes to finding good refreshing sleep.  
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the sleep cycle 

Every night, when sleeping, we are going through sleep cycles. 
These are repetitive stages of sleep that alter our state of mind and 
take care that our body and mind gets the regeneration it needs. Even 
though science is still in the beginning when it comes to especially the 
brain function in detail - there are many things that they already found 
out and that we can use to our benefit when it comes to sleep. One 
very fundamental insight is that - when sleeping - we actually walk 
through sleep cycles. Every sleep cycle takes about  

90 minutes.  

Keep in mind that the exact time frame can vary due to our 
individual bodies and even from one sleep cycle to another. Our body 
typically needs 

4 - 6 sleep cycles  

to regenerate every night. 
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the sleep cycle 

One sleep cycle is put together out of 4 sleep stages. Going 
through these stages is a bit like riding a wave. We first work our way 
down the sleep wave (sleep stages). At some point we hit the valley of 
this sleep wave ending in deep sleep and then work our way up the 
wave again. In the diagram you can see the way a complete sleep 
cycle is built up from it’s structure. From stage 1 (the orange circle) of 
sleep we go to stage 2 on to stage 3 and then work our way 
backwards to stage 2 and stage 1 ending in the SREM stage where we 
start dreaming. 

 Stage 1 (S1): We start falling asleep. Our brain waves slow down 
and we are in light sleep. We start to focus more into the inside of 
ourselves. We are very likely to wake up if there are sensations in our 
environment. If we wake up in this stage we may think, that we were 
not sleeping yet. 

November 2018



Stage 2 (S2): Our brain waves further slow down. We are now in a 
sleep stage that if we wake up from, we recognize that we were 
sleeping.  The sleep is still kind of light and we are effected by 
sensations in our environment.  

Stage 3 (S3): Our brain waves work on a very low level now. We 
have arrived in deep sleep territory. It takes quite a lot to wake up 
through sensations in our environment. If we wake up we are likely to 
feel groggy and it will take us a wile to arrive in a fully awake state.  

Stage 4 (SREM): Our brain gets active again. Brain waves work at 
a high frequency and rapid eye movement takes over. We dream most 
in this stage of sleep and if we wake up we are most likely to 
remember our dreams. After this stage is ended the next cycle starts 
off with stage 1 again.  
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brain waves 

Every Sleep stage comes with its own typical brain wave 
characteristics. Generally speaking we can say that the deeper our 
sleep gets following the sleep stages from S1 down to S3 the lower 
the frequency of our brain waves are. For our bodies this means 
getting into a more quiet and inner focused mode. The outside gets 
more and more locked out and processes that regenerate our mental 
and body capacities are working in our favor. 

Sleeping is not the the only way to alter these brainwave states. 
Meditation is also a way to change the frequency of our brainwaves 
and is often used to find into altered states of consciousness. Utilizing 
these states through meditation are known to help learn faster, get 
insights and feel more connected to the universe as a whole. 
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riding the sleep cycle 

So how do we ride the sleep cycle. I want to invite you to imagine 
that we are on the see and right in front of us are five big waves. We 
are sitting on a surf board and are right on top of the first wave. As we 
work our way down the wave we fall fall into deeper and deeper sleep. 
The first stage (S1) is us looking down the wave and just going down a 
bit - we could still decide to turn around. As soon as we get over the 
top we go down to the second stage (S2). We are going down and we 
see less and less from the outside world as we are working our way 
down the wave and don’t have the sight, that we had on top of the 
wave.  
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Diving even deeper into the third stage of sleep (S3) we start 
slowing down as we enter in the valley of our sleep wave. From there 
the next wave starts to pick us up and carry us upwards (stage S2 and 
then S1). As soon as we get near to the top of this wave we start 
dreaming as we are in the phase were rapid eye movement starts to 
kick in (stage SREM).  

Note that in stages of lighter sleep we also can wake up shortly. 
In these periods we may turn our bodies to a more appropriate 
position and after that continue sleeping. As long as these 
interruptions are shorter than 2 minutes we will not remember this in 
the morning.  

Also note, that in the first two sleep cycles we tend to have more 
deep sleep and in the later sleep cycles the amount of REM sleep 
gains. 
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how does this help us? 

There are several ways that this information can help us when put 
to action right.  

First: Waking up in the right sleep phase  

We want to wake up when we are in a light sleep (S1), or even 
better when we just finished the SREM sleep phase. To do so we can:  

1. set our alarm clocks according to our individual sleep cycle 
duration (e.g. for a typical sleep cycle of 90 minutes we would want 
to set our alarm clock to a multiple of 90 minutes of the time we go 
to bed). 

2. use a light based alarm clock that will set a natural trigger to 
our bodies to take care of waking us up in the right =light sleep 
stage. 

3. uses a sleep tracker that will detect when we are in the right 
sleep stage to wake us up. There are many devices (iwatch, 
jawbone, samsung gear s2 / s3, etc.) and apps to support this.  

Second: Having a (power) nap 

If we want to refresh or recharge our batteries throughout the 
day having a power nap we should take care that we wake up after 20 - 
30 minutes. As soon as we drop into the deep sleep stage we will have 
a hard time to 1. get up again and 2. get productive afterwords. The 
easiest way to take care to not oversleep here is to set an alarm clock.  
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If we’ve got a bit more time to regenerate and want to have a full 
blown nap, we should set our alarm clock to fit one full sleep cycle. 

Got interested? 

If this got you interested to find out more possibilities about how 
you can easily boost your sleeptrust through getting information and 
tools to support your healthy sleep, please feel free to check out more 
free information at https://www.sleeptrust.eu.  

If you don’t know where to start we recommend by starting with 
these podcasts 

1. sleep cycles: yet to come 

2. biorhythm: https://www.sleeptrust.eu/002t-biorhythm/ 

3. sleep types: https://www.sleeptrust.eu/003-sleep-types/ 

We love your feedback. Drop us an email at hello@sleeptrust.eu. 
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