
Uma Dinsmore-Tuli shares the nourishing 
benefits of yoga nidra for midwives 

The radical act of rest

Rest is Radical!’ was one of 
the most potent messages to 
emerge from discussions hosted 

recently by Sheena Byrom on the 
recent Midwifery Forum. Why was rest 
at the heart of the debate? How can 
rest nurture positive mental health for 
midwives and maternity workers?

Sufficient rest is key to all aspects of 
mental health. It’s not just radical, it’s 
life-saving. Emotional and cognitive 
resilience is nurtured by sleep. Our 
immune systems are depleted by 
lack of rest. Under-slept people make 
poor choices. Sleep deprivation and 
disruption is a widespread experience 
of all shift workers, especially those 
working under high pressure in health 
care settings. There is a ‘don’t get 
caught sleeping’ attitude prevalent in 
many medical environments, especially 
during staff shortages. What happens 
when seriously under-slept people 
are carrying great responsibility at 
the ragged edges of exhaustion? 
Consequences can be fatal.

In November 2014, following the 
death of a sleep-deprived young 
doctor who crashed her car whilst 
driving home from a night shift, the 
UK Association of Anaesthetists (AoA) 
and the Royal College of Anaesthetists 
(RCoA), in association with the Faculty 
of Intensive Care Medicine together 
investigated the serious problem 
of fatigue amongst their members. 
In response to their findings, they 
produced an educational resource 
which sought to change the ‘don’t 
get caught sleeping’ attitudes of their 
medical professional colleagues to a 
culture that respects the need for rest 
at work. Their ‘Fatigue Resource’ pack 
leads with the message ‘A rested doctor 
is safer,’ and includes a very clear, but 
perhaps rather surprising instruction: 
‘Download a yoga nidra audio and use 
it’. 

The medics advised that regular 
practice of yoga nidracan not only help 
to avoid fatal car accidents, but also 
support alertness during night shifts, 
nurture mental health and cultivate 
healthy sleep cycles.

It is not just exhausted doctors and 
anaesthetists that can benefit from yoga 
nidrā. Midwives need this practice too! 
A rested midwife is safer, kinder, more 
present and connected. Yoga nidra can 
be a vital tool to support safe practice 
and wise choices on shift, even at the 
tiredest moment. It is also a potent 
remedy for fatigue-induced confusion 

and insomnia because it offers a rapid 
means to reset and reconnect, to 
restore natural rhythmic cycles that can 
be disrupted by night work. 

So what is yoga nidra, 
and how can it help me as a 
midwife? 
Yoga nidra literally means ‘Yoga Sleep’, 
or ‘The Sleep that is Yoga’, or ‘The Yoga 
of Sleep’. Whatever way you translate 
it, Yoga nidra is all about sleep. It is 
a meditation upon the experience of 
falling asleep. 

This is yoga where you don’t move. 
Instead you are skilfully talked into the 
fringes of sleep. Hovering there, you 
can often drop off. It’s an adaptable 
practice you can do literally anywhere, 
and it can be as brief as five minutes, or 
as long as an hour and half, depending 
upon available time. 

Any human who has ever, even once 
in their lives, fallen asleep, can practice 
Yoga nidra, because all you need to do 
is to lie down (or sit down) and listen; 
and notice what happens, and be with 
just that. All you do is rest, listening 
to a yoga nidra recording as body and 
mind restore themselves. You don’t 
even need to pay any attention, just to 
be there and hear the voice. And rest. 
Very deeply. This is the practice that the 
anaesthetists and intensive care medics 
recommend to combat fatigue, and it 
can be a precious tool for midwives and 
maternity workers too. 

What’s going on in yoga nidra 
and how do I use it?
Yoga nidra is not just something you do 
in a yoga class - it’s a hugely practical 
everyday method to manage both the 
effects of sleep deprivation, and the 
disturbances of sleep patterns that are 
common for all shift workers, including 
midwives. 

You can use yoga nidra to help you 
get to sleep after shifts, even if your 
sleep cycles are disrupted. You can also 
use yoga nidra to take deeply refreshing 
micro-naps in short breaks or between 
shifts. You can even use short, specially 
designed practices whilst on duty or on 
call during a shift. 

What happens during the yoga 
nidra process is a gradual settling of 
electrical activity in the brain. Yoga 
nidra reliably and efficiently cycles your 
brain waves down from high-stress top 
levels of Beta, through restful Alpha 
waves and down into dreamy states of 
Theta waves until you may, quite likely, 
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come to rest in Delta waves of deepest 
sleep, where vital repair and restoration 
happens. That’s of course where you 
are likely to stay if you are tired and if 
you are practising with the intention of 
drifting off to sleep in your bed. 

But crucially for shift workers, the 
yoga nidra process also efficiently 
guides you back up to refreshed 
alertness. This means that after even 
just a short five to fifteen-minute 
practice of yoga nidra you can feel 
totally rested and alert. This is not to 
say that yoga nidra can replace the 
need for adequate hours of deep sleep: 
you still need your sleep. But with 
regular practice of yoga nidra you can 
restore healthful sleep cycles even 
whilst working shifts. 

Regular yoga nidra also enables you 
to navigate different states of waking, 
sleeping and alertness so that you feel 
better rested and can more efficiently 
and reliably both descend into deep 
sleep (goodbye to insomnia) and arise 
rested and refreshed when you are 
needed - even if you  have not had the 
full hours of rest you need. Yoga nidra 
cultivates consciousness of sleep in 
all its cycles.  And this is literally a life-
saver for shift workers like midwives, 
not just because it might prevent a 
fatal car accident, but also because it 
can help midwives be more alert and 
present even when they are feeling 
tired. 

Yoga nidra has dual benefits for 
midwives working shifts under 
pressure: on the one hand it can 
support the capacity to continue to 
work refreshed after a brief rest, and 
on the other hand it can cultivate an 
awareness of the radical power of 
rest, both as a vital aspect of mental 
and physical health, and as a way to 
challenge the prevalent ‘don’t get 
caught sleeping’ ethos prevalent in 
patriarchal capitalist culture. Yoga nidra 
is both a potent ‘sleep supplement’ and 
a powerful affirmation of the radical 
power of rest as the root of health. 

How do I practice yoga nidra?
It couldn’t be easier: there are three 
simple steps. 
Firstly, find a place to rest. You can 
practice yoga nidra anywhere it’s safe to 
lie, or sit down. The minimal equipment 
is a mat or rug for the floor, or else a 
chair, sofa, or bed. You can also practice 
yoga nidra in a parked car, seat tilted 
back, or curled up on rear seats. Please 
know: it’s absolutely not safe to practice 
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yoga nidra whilst driving.  It’s vital to 
have enough covers to keep you warm 
as you rest, because body temperature 
tends to drop rapidly during practice; 
a coat will do fine!  It’s handy but not 
crucial to have a pillow for your head. 
Some people like to cover their eyes - 
and a hat or scarf can work well for this. 
Secondly, choose your recording (or, 
with practice, learn to self-guide and set 
a timer). 
Thirdly, relax, listen and rest. Pop in 
earbuds, headphones or maybe put the 
device onto speaker mode. 
Then enjoy your yoga nidra practice. 
That’s all there is to it. 

What nidra practice is best? 
Yoga nidra is an adaptable tool, and 
different recordings are suited to 
different circumstances. Clearly if your 
intention is to fall asleep, for example 
after you come off shift, then the very 
best place to practice is in bed, because 
then if you drop off you can just continue 
to sleep. But if you're on duty, then you 
can easily practice sitting up. 

You need to be sure that your yoga 
nidra recording is the right kind of yoga 
nidra for your current situation - for 
example the ‘on call’ nidra would be 
different than the ‘crashing out after a 
shift’ practice. You want to be sure you 
are not deep in delta waves when you 
might be called to leap into action. If 
listening whilst on call, you can use 
yoga nidra to drop back into sleep and, 
just as easily, reliably re-awaken to full 
total alertness with great rapidity and 
ease. This is because practicing yoga 
nidra cultivates the skills of cycling 

through brain waves and consciously 
navigating wakeful and sleeping states. 
It also restores the rhythmic cycles that 
support healthy sleep.  

If you have come off shift, or you have 
a day off and you want a yoga nidra that 
helps you get to sleep, choose carefully, 
because many standard Yoga Nidra 
recordings conclude with a cheerful 
voice announcing the end of the 
practice, telling you it’s time to rise and 
shine. Clearly, this is not what you want 
in the wee small hours when you have 
finally dropped off after a gruelling shift. 

If you want Yoga nidra to help you 
get to sleep and stay asleep, choose 
a recording that is not going to wake 
you up at the end. Thankfully, some 
wise and helpful experts have figured 
this out, including the ex-insomniac 
hypnotherapist Nirlipta Tuli, co-founder 
of the Yoga Nidra Network and CEO 
of the Sleep Well Project. Nirlipta’s 
specially created recordings for the 
sleepless do not wake you up at the end, 
but instead invite you to continue to rest 
and sleep for as long as you needs - just 
what an exhausted midwife needs. 

Reliable recordings 
The popularity of yoga nidra is at an 
all-time high. The upside is that there 
are a lot of recordings to choose from. 
The downside is that many ‘Yoga 
Nidra’ recordings out there in the insta-
web world of wonders and horrors 
are just random people reading out 
scripts they found in a yoga book. 
Sometimes you can hear them turning 
pages. Sometimes the voices sound so 
incredibly stressed that it’s aggravating 

to listen to them. And when it’s 3am 
and you are desperate for sleep, you 
really don’t want to waste your precious 
time and energy listening to a dodgy 
recording that makes you feel more 
agitated then you were at the start. And 
neither do you want a nidra that leaves 
you groggy and hungover when you 
need to be reliably alert and attentive. 

The Yoga Nidra Network has a 
massive range of free yoga nidras (in 
twenty-three languages), including 
recordings made by midwives and 
for midwives. There’s even a special 
self care fifteen-minute recording by 
Oli Silverwood Cope, editor of this 
very magazine, created specifically for 
midwives.  Now that’s radical!

Resources

Free yoga nidra created for midwives https://www.
yoganidranetwork.org/mp3/nidra-midwives-and-shift-
workers

Free yoga nidra downloads https://www.yoganidranet-
work.org/downloads

Online courses in Total Yoga Nidra and ‘Sleep Well 
with Yoga Nidra’ https://www.yoganidranetwork.org/
courses

Uma Dinsmore-Tuli 
PhD, CIAYT is a Yoga 
Therapist and co-
Founder of the Yoga 

Nidra Network. She is also the 
author of Teach Yourself Yoga for 
Pregnancy and Birth
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