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SLEEP HYGIENE

N

othing is more frustrating than not being able to sleep. More and more scientific studies are showing correlations between poor quality sleep and/or insufficient sleep with a variety of diseases, including obesity, hypertension, diabetes and depression. Some sleeping problems are caused by treatable conditions such as depression, sleep apnea and restless legs syndrome.  However, most sleeping problems are caused by poor sleeping habits.  What can you do? There is a lot you can do to get a better night's sleep, feel refreshed when you awake, and remain alert throughout the day. The following practices are collectively known as "Sleep Hygiene."
	Get up and go to bed the same time every day
	The most important sleep hygiene measure is to maintain a regular sleep and wake pattern seven days a week. Yes, even on weekends! The body "gets used" to falling asleep at a certain time, but only if this is relatively fixed. When your sleep cycle has a regular rhythm, you will feel better.

	Sleep only when sleepy
	This reduces the time you are awake in bed.  

	Avoid oversleeping and lying in the bed for prolonged periods after your sleep is completed.
	Excessive sleep tends to be fragmented, unrefreshing sleep that leaves people feeling worse.  That may then interfere with the following night of sleep.

	Don't ignore tiredness. 
	Go to bed when your body tells you it's ready. Many people seem to 'get their second wind' after midnight. They will then have more difficulty falling asleep.

	If you can't fall asleep within 20 minutes, get up and do something boring until you feel sleepy
	Sit quietly in the dark, read the Congressional Record or watch reruns of the Dick Van Dyke show. Don't expose yourself to bright light while you are up. The light gives cues to your brain that it is time to wake up.

	Don't take naps
	This will ensure you are tired at bedtime. If you just can't make it through the day without a nap, sleep less than one hour, before 3 pm.

	Refrain from exercise at least 4 hours before bedtime
	Regular exercise is recommended to help you sleep well, but the timing of the workout is important. Exercising in the morning or early afternoon will not interfere with sleep.

	Develop sleep rituals
	It is important to give your body cues that it is time to slow down and sleep. Listen to relaxing music, read something for 15 minutes, have a cup of caffeine free tea, do relaxation exercises. If you like to read in bed, choose non-fiction and a 'hard' book. Force your mind to grapple with cumbersome facts; do not entertain it.

	Only use your bed for sleeping
	Refrain from using your bed to watch TV, pay bills, do work or other stimulating activities. That way, when you go to bed, your body knows it is time to sleep. Sex is the only exception.


	Stay away from caffeine, nicotine, alcohol and decongestants at least 4-6 hours before bed
	Stimulants can interfere with your ability to fall asleep. Coffee, tea, cola, cocoa, chocolate and some prescription and non-prescription drugs contain caffeine. Cigarettes and some drugs contain nicotine. Alcohol may seem to help you sleep in the beginning as it slows brain activity, but you will end end up having fragmented sleep.

	Have a light snack before bed
	If your stomach is too empty, that can interfere with sleep. However, if you eat a heavy meal before bedtime, that can interfere as well. Dairy products, turkey  and peanut butter contain tryptophan, which acts as a natural sleep inducer. Tryptophan is probably why a warm glass of milk is sometimes recommended.

	Take a hot bath 90 minutes before bedtime
	A hot bath will raise your body temperature,and the drop in body temperature that follows may leave you feeling sleepy. 

	Make sure your bed and bedroom are quiet and comfortable
	A cooler room along with enough blankets to stay warm is recommended. Make sure your bedding and mattress are comfortable for you.  If light in the early morning bothers you, get a blackout shade or wear a slumber mask. If noise bothers you, wear earplugs or get a "white noise" machine. Turn your alarm clock to the wall. Watching the minutes tick by is a sure way to keep yourself awake.

	Practice relaxation techniques before bed. 
	Relaxation techniques such as yoga, deep breathing, meditation and others may help relieve anxiety and reduce muscle tension. One useful technique is to consciously relax every part of your body in turn, starting with your toes and working up to your scalp. Or you could think of a restful scene, concentrate on the rhythmic rise and fall of your breathing, or focus on a mantra (repeating a word or phrase constantly). 

	Do your worrying BEFORE you go to bed
	If you are a chronic bedtime worrier, try scheduling a half hour of 'worry time' well before bed. If you’re worried about getting your work done, make a to-do list for the next day to assure yourself you have enough time to accomplish what needs to get done. Once the chores that cause you stress are down on paper, your mind is free to relax and think more pleasant thoughts. Once you retire, remind yourself that you've already done your worrying for the day.

	Use sunlight to set your biological clock
	Ensure adequate exposure to natural light. As soon as you get up in the morning, go outside and turn your face to the sun for 15 minutes. Alternatively, purchase a "light box" and sit in front of it during breakfast

	Getting up in the middle of the night


	Most people wake up one or two times a night for various reasons. If you find that you get up in the middle of night and cannot get back to sleep within 15–20 minutes, then do not remain in the bed "trying hard" to sleep. Get out of bed. Leave the bedroom. Read, have a light snack, do some quiet activity, or take a bath. You will generally find that you can get back to sleep 20 minutes or so later. Do not perform challenging or engaging activity such as office work, housework, etc. Do not watch television.

	Does your pet sleep with you? 
	This, too, may cause arousals from either allergies or their movements in the bed. Thus, Fido and Kitty may be better off on the floor than on your sheets.
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