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Improving Your Sleep 
 

updated 5.30.19 

 
Sleep is very important because it affects mood, concentration, memory, problem-solving skills, 
relationships, heart functioning, and work or school performance. Poor sleep can make other 
existing health problems worse. Consider the following healthy sleep guidelines and 
information, and think about which ones most fit your situation.  
 

Behavioral Strategies 
 

1. Go to bed only when you are sleepy. This guideline is very important to persons who feel 
as though they struggle to get to sleep. Frequent problems with delayed sleep onset 
may mean you are physically going to bed before your body is ready for sleep. The 
behavioral intervention is to only go to bed when you are reasonably sure you can fall 
asleep within 15 or 20 minutes. This means paying attention to body sensations related to 
feeling drowsy, rather than using the clock to tell you when it’s bedtime. Do not base 
your bedtime on when others in your home are going to bed, or when a favorite tv show 
is over. If you physically go to bed before you’re ready to fall asleep, you will likely 
practice being awake in bed, which is the opposite of healthy sleep behavior.  
 

2. Maintain a regular sleep schedule. Remember, overcoming a sleep disturbance is about 
re-training your body and mind, and both of them prefer a predictable cycle.  It is very 
important is to get up from bed very near the same time every morning, no matter how 
restful or poor sleep was the night before. Pick a target wake up that makes sense for 
your family situation, school, life or work situation, and make a commitment to stick with 
it for at least a couple months. Getting up at different times when experiencing sleep 
problems makes the sleep problem worse. If you had a horrible night of sleep, get up at 
the target wake up time anyway, then stay awake all day. You will then likely go to sleep 
faster and stay asleep the next night. If you have a second night of horrible sleep, repeat 
the process over and over. Soon, your body’s short-term sleep deprivation will result in 
getting to sleep within 15 to 20 minutes at night, and the newer and healthier target 
bedtime will emerge over the course of several weeks. Stick with that new target 
bedtime consistently; go to bed near the same time when your body’s signals it is ready 
to fall asleep. Always resist the urge to sleep in late when training your body to follow 
this new sleep schedule. 
  

3. If you are sleepless or restless in bed for more than 15 or 20 minutes, get up from bed 
and do something passive and calming, and perhaps even slightly boring. Do not begin 
watching an exciting movie that you feel compelled to finish, or do not read a book that 
is so interesting you cannot put it down. Plan ahead for one or two quiet activities so you 
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don’t have to spend time during the night thinking about what would likely calm your 
mind. Only return to bed when fairly certain you will fall asleep within approximately 15 
minutes.  

 
4. Use the bed and bedroom for sleep and sex only. This means not using electronic 

devices in bed when having sleep problems. Use electronic devices as much as you 
prefer, but do so away from the bed and preferably in another part of your home. 
Unplug.  

 
5. Exercise usually improves sleep later that night. One footnote with this 

recommendation is to not exercise within 2 hours of your target bedtime.  
 

6. Make your sleep setting comfortable. Is your bed comfortable for you? Is the room the 
right temperature? Is it dark enough? Do you prefer a little background noise? Is your 
pillow comfortable? Do what is needed to make your bed area relaxing for you. 

 
7. If you eat near your target bedtime, eat lightly. Most of the time, a full stomach does 

not promote healthy sleep.  
 

8. No naps! If you are having troubles falling asleep or staying asleep, naps make your 
situation worse. The goal is to build up sleepiness during the day for healthy sleep at 
night. Plan ahead for competing activities during those times you are most tempted to 
nap. For example, when sleepy during the afternoon, engage in 10 minutes of cleaning, 
or walk around the block, or finish a small task you have been putting off. Stay away 
from bed, or your favorite chair or couch, during your past nap time. 

 
9. Allow time to unwind. During the 30 to 60 minutes leading up to your target bedtime, 

only engage in calm activities. Common passive activities include leisure reading, tv, or a 
warm shower or bath.  A healthy pre-bedtime routine should not include stressors such 
as paying bills, spending time on demanding work or school projects, or discussing 
controversial topics with others.  
 

10. Turn the clock away from your view at night. Looking at the clock repeatedly is a good 
way to stay awake and worry about time. Set the alarm and double check it if necessary, 
then turn it away from your view during the night.   

 
11. Beware of snooze alarms. Hitting the snooze alarm once is acceptable. Hitting the 

snooze button repeatedly robs you off good sleep (which is what you are trying to get 
more of!). Using the snooze button 4 or 5 times teaches you to ignore the purpose of the 
alarm, and it reduces your quality sleep time by 30 minutes, or more! Nearly half of our 
REM or dream sleep occurs during the last hour of routine sleep, which helps us feel 
rested. Don’t rob yourself of quality sleep time!  
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12. You might not need 8 hours of sleep. There is a common belief that we are all supposed 

to get 8 hours of sleep. It is a myth. If you (a) fall asleep within 15 or 20 minutes most 
every night, (b) sleep mostly undisturbed for 5, 6 or 7 hours most every night, and (c) 
then function fairly well at work or school, chances are very high that is a normal amount 
of sleep for you. That’s good news! Waking up 2, or 3 or 4 times for less than 10 minutes 
during the night is also OK and “in the normal range.” No sleep medication is needed for 
those sleep behaviors. Some people need 9 or 10 hours of sleep, and that is their 
“normal.” Teenagers are one example of likely needing more than 8 hours of sleep.  

 
13. Gather support from people in your home. Changing your sleep habits can be a 

challenge for several weeks. You are much more likely to succeed over time if you let 
others know what you’re trying to accomplish and how.  

 

14. Sleep in cool temperatures. For most people, sleeping in a cool temperature is easier 
and more relaxing that trying to sleep when too warm. For most people, 65 degrees (or 
18 degree Celsius) is ideal.  

 
 
Medications and Substances Impacting Sleep 
 

15. Avoid caffeine for at least 4 hours before bedtime if you having trouble sleeping. 
 

16. Avoid nicotine at least 2 hours before bedtime. Smoking or chewing tobacco has a 
calming effect psychologically, but it has the opposite effect on the body physically. 
Nicotine makes your heart, lungs, and blood vessels work much harder, while stimulating 
your brain and increasing the number of breaths you take. Nicotine physically stimulates 
the body and is therefore the opposite of good sleep habits.   

 
17. Alcohol produces unhealthy sleep. Although alcohol is a sedative and makes people 

drowsy, but it produces unusual sleep cycles. Alcohol induced sleep is less restful and 
less rejuvenating. In addition, when alcohol is finished being metabolized during sleep, 
the sleep cycle changes its pattern, which can trigger waking up and restlessness. Lastly, 
alcohol should not be consumed with sleep or pain medications due to potentially 
dangerous interactions.  
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18.  Sleeping pills have their time and place. They can be very appropriate and effective 

after certain medical procedures, or soon after a traumatic life event, or when getting 
adjusted to a very different time zone while traveling. However, sleep medication is not 
healthy for long-term use. It is strongly recommended that when beginning sleep 
medication, you create an “exit strategy” with your prescriber, which is a timeline and 
plan for tapering off and then stopping the medication after 2, 3 or 4 weeks.  

 
If you have been taking sleep medication for a long time at this point, it is time to begin 
tapering off the medication at your own pace, one small step at a time, without 
stopping that withdrawal process. Cutting your medication pills in half or in quarters is a 
very acceptable strategy. If you believe you can sleep well one particular night without 
your medication, try it, and then try it again later in the week. Again, weaning yourself 
off the medication at your own pace is often a successful approach.  Keep your 
prescribers up-to-date and involved in your efforts to taper sleep medications. Your 
pharmacist can also be very helpful in this process.  
 
Be aware that persons who take sleep medications for long periods of time (such as 
virtually every night for months or years) can experience a “rebound effect” in which 
sleep becomes very difficult all over again, or maybe worse than the original problem, 
when they stop taking the medication. In those circumstances, the behavioral strategies 
in this behavioral health handout will be extremely important to follow consistently for 
at least a couple months until new sleep behaviors become habits. Talk honestly with 
your healthcare providers about your possible fears of never sleeping normally without 
medication.  

 
 
Shift Workers 
 

19. Schedule a block of time to sleep, at least 6 hours. Plan it. Stick to it.  
 

20. Plan ahead to experiment with different sleeping times. For example, for one week, try 
sleeping soon after your shift ends. Then experiment with sleeping during the 6 to 8 
leading up to the start of your shift. See what works best for you. But remember, stick 
with a routine as much as possible once you find what works.  

 
21. Protect your sleep time. This may mean asking your family, partner or roommate to not 

disturb you during certain times of the day. Silencing your phone may be necessary. 
Using a sleep mask to block out sources of daylight may be helpful. Do not allow daytime 
tasks and errands to slowly reduce your sleep time. 
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22. If you must take naps during your shift, only sleep between 20 and 30 minutes, and then 
allow some time to regain your alertness before returning to work. 

 
 
Give yourself time to make sleep related changes. Your sleep problems may have been around 
for months or maybe even years. Remember it often takes 5 to 8 weeks for new sleep 
behaviors to become a habit, so stick with the changes you choose and be consistent. 
 
 

Readings & Other Resources 
 

1. App – “Breethe” 
2. App - “Calm”  
3. App – “Breathe2Relax” 
4. Book - “Say Goodnight To Insomnia” by Gregg Jacobs (2009).  
5. Book - “No More Sleepless Nights,” by Peter Hauri and Shirley Linde (1996).  
6. Book - “Sleep is Your Superpower,” by Matt Walker (2019) in a Ted Talk.  

 
 


