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SLEEP & STRESS

What Your Sleep Stages Actually Mean

Here is what happens after you drift off, why the pattern changes overnight, and how much
attention your sleep tracker deserves.

The night is not one long state

You wake after a restless night, open a sleep app and find a multicoloured verdict: too little
deep sleep, perhaps, or barely enough rapid eye movement sleep. Suddenly, being tired feels
like a technical failure. But those neat blocks disguise something important. Sleep is naturally
changeable, and your brain does not pass through the night in a straight line.

While you sleep, your brain and body remain active. Brain waves, breathing, heart rate and body
temperature change as you move between non-rapid eye movement (hon-REM) sleep and
rapid eye movement (REM) sleep. Non-REM sleep contains three stages, running from the
border of wakefulness into deep sleep. REM is the phase in which most dreaming occurs.

This pattern repeats. A cycle generally starts again every 80 to 100 minutes, with most nights
containing four to six cycles. Brief awakenings can happen between them. Deep sleep tends to
gather earlier in the night, while REM becomes more plentiful later, so the architecture of the
first few hours does not look like that of the hours before morning.

That changing pattern is not clutter around the "real" sleep. It is the real sleep. Different phases
support feeling rested, learning, memory, tissue repair, hormone balance and immune function.
You need the whole sequence, rather than one prized stage stretched across the night.

Four stages, four different moments

Stage 1is the crossing point. You are moving from wakefulness into sleep, but you have not
travelled far. Stage 2 is more settled: once you reach it, you are asleep. Neither needs a grander
meaning than that. They are parts of the route your brain follows repeatedly rather than
inferior versions of deep sleep.

Stage 3 is deep sleep, also called slow-wave sleep because of the pattern recorded in brain
activity. You usually spend more time there early in the night. Its place in the cycle helps explain
why a night cut short at one end is not necessarily equivalent, stage for stage, to a night
interrupted elsewhere.

REM sleep looks different in sleep measurements. The eyes twitch, the brain is active and its
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activity resembles waking brain activity. Dreaming usually happens then. Your muscles
normally become limp, which prevents you from acting out those dreams. REM also tends to
be more abundant later in the night.

The mix changes over a lifetime. Newborns spend more time in REM sleep. Slow-wave sleep
peaks in early childhood, falls sharply during the teenage years and continues to decline
through adulthood. Older people may have no slow-wave sleep at all. That means a single idea
of the "perfect" stage breakdown cannot describe every age.

That changing pattern is not clutter around the "real" sleep. It is the real sleep.

Why one percentage cannot judge your sleep

A stage total can look authoritative while answering only a narrow question. Sleep quality also
involves whether your sleep is repeatedly interrupted and how you function after waking. If you
struggle to get up, cannot focus or doze during the day, those experiences matter even when
last night's graph looks reassuring.

A 2021 review of subjective sleep questionnaires found that these tools generally had good
measurement properties. Yet even the most frequently used questionnaire showed different
underlying structures in different groups, casting doubt on whether one total score could
reliably divide people into good and poor sleepers. Sleep quality is not easily compressed into a
single number.

The consequences of inadequate sleep extend beyond fatigue. A 2024 systematic review and
meta-analysis covering 154 experimental studies found that extended wakefulness, shorter
sleep and nighttime awakenings reduced positive emotion, increased anxiety symptoms and
dulled arousal in response to emotional material. Some effects also differed according to
whether REM or slow-wave sleep was restricted.

This does not mean you should chase a particular stage with a supplement. A 2023 systematic
review found that observational research linked magnesium status with aspects of sleep
quality, but randomized clinical trials of supplementation produced contradictory findings. The
reviewers called for larger, longer trials. The evidence does not establish magnesium as a
reliable way to engineer your sleep stages.

Your tracker sees an estimate

In a full sleep study, sensors record information including brain activity, eye movements,
breathing, heart activity and muscle activity. Those measurements allow sleep phases and
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stages to be classified. This kind of study, called polysomnography, remains the reference
standard, although it is burdensome for the person being studied and labour-intensive to
conduct.

Consumer-style stage reports should therefore be read as estimates, not as direct access to
everything occurring in your brain and body. Some newer wearables do measure electrical
brain activity. A 2024 systematic review of electroencephalography (EEG)-based wearables
found promising results and consistently high staging accuracy across included validation
studies, but devices differed in comfort, cost and ease of use.

Even a convincing stage chart cannot tell the whole clinical story. Medicines can alter the
pattern: a 2022 systematic review found that benzodiazepines increased stage 2 non-REM
sleep while reducing deep and REM sleep. The review also noted that the extra stage 2 sleep
could feel like improved sleep without awakenings, showing why a subjective impression and
recorded architecture may not match.

Do not use an app to explain away a persistent problem. Continued difficulty sleeping belongs
in a conversation with a healthcare professional. Regular daytime sleepiness, repeated trouble
returning to sleep, loud snoring, gasping, choking sounds or observed pauses in breathing may
point to a sleep disorder. A clinician can review your history and decide whether a sleep study
is appropriate.

Protect the cycle this week

For the next week, shift your attention from perfect stage percentages to whether you give
the full cycle room to happen. Most adults need about seven to nine hours, although individual
needs depend on age, health, lifestyle and sleep patterns. Frequently interrupted sleep may
leave too little time in some stages even when the total time in bed looks adequate.

Choose a regular bedtime and waking time, and allow enough time for sleep. Avoid caffeine in
the afternoon and evening, alcohol before bed and large late meals. Keep phones, televisions
and computers out of the sleeping space if they distract you. If you cannot fall asleep after
about 20 minutes, get up and do something relaxing.

Then make the room cool, dark and quiet. That step takes light-blocking curtains or a sleep
mask for unwanted light, plus earplugs if noise is the problem. These ordinary objects will not
manufacture deep sleep or guarantee a flawless graph. They simply remove two distractions
that can break up the night.

On Monday, put the sleep mask or earplugs where you will use them, not where you will forget
them. Give the experiment a week and notice how getting up, concentrating and staying awake
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feel during the day. Your next morning is more useful evidence than a hunt for one immaculate
slice of a sleep chart.
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