“The Rules”

for Getting Better Sleep

1. Your bedtime should be at the same time each night.  This includes weekends.  Try to set your bedtime at the hour you typically become tired.  If you’re not tired at bedtime, do something calming, relaxing, and boring until you feel sleepy.  Once your sleep is more regulated, you can begin to vary your bedtime within ½ hour.  For example, if your bedtime is normally 11:00, you will eventually be able to go to bed anywhere between 10:30 or 11:30.  Don’t try this until you’re about 4-6 weeks into your new sleep program.  Set your bedtime before midnight (unless you work the night shift).  Many people seem to get a “second wind” after midnight, which may make it more difficult to fall asleep.

2. Develop a regular bedtime routine.  Whatever are the things that you do to prepare for bed (e.g., walk your dog, take a bath, put on pajamas, brush teeth, close curtains, turn down bed), do them in the same order each night.  Make this your bedtime ritual.  In time, this will help your brain “get into the groove” for sleeping.  Note: if you take a bath or shower before bed, make it pleasantly warm but not too hot.  After bathing, make certain that you have at least 15-20 minutes cool-off time before bedtime.  An overheated body has a more difficult time falling asleep.

3. Dim your lights about ½ hour before your bedtime.  Light is stimulating, and fools your brain into thinking that it’s daytime.  This includes light from the TV and computer, so avoid those activities during the ½ hour period before bedtime.

4. Don’t lie down to go to sleep until you’re feeling sleepy.  As mentioned above, if you’re not feeling sleepy at bedtime, you should do something calming, relaxing, and boring until you begin to feel sleepy.  Delaying “lights out” until you’re feeling drowsy not only increases your chances of falling asleep, but also strengthens the association between bed and sleepiness (rather than bed and wakefulness, as is the case for many people with sleep difficulties).

5. After “lights out,” don’t stay in bed any longer than you feel comfortable.  No clock watching!  If you start to feel restless, get up and go into another room.  Spend a little time doing something that you find calming and relaxing, such as light reading, drinking something warm and non-caffeinated, patting your dog, or listening to soothing music.  Again, it really helps to keep these activities boring.  If you find Shakespeare tedious, try reading The Merchant of Venice!  Reading the dictionary may also be a good bet.  No TV, phone calls, web-surfing, or gripping novels.  Keep the lights down low.  Once you feel sleepy, return to bed.  Don’t allow yourself to fall asleep anywhere except your bedroom.  Once you’ve returned to bed, if you are still unable to fall asleep, get up and do this again.

6. Don’t “try to fall asleep.”  Allow yourself to lie there and relax.  Do not rehash the day’s events, or worry about the events of the upcoming day (if necessary, set aside a 'worry time' some hours before bedtime and tell yourself that any difficulties you cannot resolve during that allotted time can be put off until the next day).  Distract yourself from thoughts and anxieties about whether or not you will fall asleep. If you find yourself thinking anxious thoughts, distract yourself by focusing on thoughts that are neutral or mildly pleasurable (e.g., a poem you’ve memorized, your favorite movie star, counting backwards from 100 to 1, a vacation you would like to take, etc.).  The more you practice this, the better you’ll become at ridding yourself of anxious thoughts before sleep.
7. Set your alarm clock for the same time each morning.  This includes weekends.  Again, you’ll be able to vary this within ½ hour either way about 4-6 weeks into your new sleep program.  Keeping regular sleep hours helps reset the “internal clock” in your brain.
8. Your alarm clock should be set for 8 ½ hours after your bedtime.  Many people feel that they can get by with less sleep than this, however our bodies actually need more sleep than we think.  Also, if you’ve been sleeping poorly for some time, you have some catching up to do.

9. When your alarm clock goes off, wake up and get out of bed immediately.  Get out of bed at the same time each day, regardless of how much sleep you actually got.  Place the alarm clock across the room so that you have to get out of bed to turn it off.  Don’t argue with yourself about whether or not you can hit the snooze button and sleep for 9 more minutes.  When the alarm sounds, get up and turn on the lights or walk outside.  The light is stimulating, and will help you wake up.

10. Make the environment in your room conducive to sleep.  Keep the room dark, unless you find a nightlight reassuring.  If there are streetlights outside your window that keep you up, or the sunlight streams in and hits you in the morning, consider covering your windows with tin foil.  The temperature in your room should be kept relatively cool, since a hot room may impede your sleep.  Make certain your mattress and pillow are comfortable.  If you have trouble sleeping when you travel, try taking your pillow with you.

11. Don’t use the bedroom for anything but sleep or sex.  Read, watch TV, exercise, eat, or argue someplace else.  This is to help you associate the bedroom with sleep, rather than other activities.

12. Eliminate disturbances that interfere with sleep.  Tranquil music composed for sleep induction, water fountains, and aromatherapy units often are used effectively to facilitate dozing off into natural sleep.  A number of products of this type are available.  HoMedics is a company that makes a relatively inexpensive line of such products.  White noise machines give off a steady drone that helps block out disturbing noises.  Even if you find white noise annoying at first, if you give it time you may eventually come to depend on it!  HoMedics’ SoundSpa Acoustic Relaxation Machine costs about $20 (available at Wal-Mart), and makes six soothing noises (such as summer night, ocean waves, mountain stream, and spring rain).  If you don’t want to invest in a white noise machine, a fan or ear plugs can block out sounds as well.

13. Avoid taking naps during the day.  If daytime sleepiness becomes overwhelming, limit yourself to a single nap of less than one hour, no later than 3 p.m.  If you find that you’re sleepy during the day, try making your bedtime ½ hour earlier.  It’s better to make your bedtime earlier, rather than your wake-up time later.

14. Regular exercise will help you sleep better.  It doesn’t even have to be hardcore, calorie-burning exercise; light exercise, such as a brisk walk or housecleaning, can improve your sleep so long as it gets your heart pumping a little faster for about 10 or 15 minutes.  Important: try to do your exercise as early in the day as possible.  Exercising in the evening will stimulate your body, and may make falling asleep more difficult.  Avoid exercising within 6 hours of bedtime.

15. Eat your evening meals at least two hours before bedtime.  Large meals or hunger can inhibit sleep.  A light snack before bedtime is okay.

16. Avoid caffeine, nicotine and sweets in the evening.  Foods like chocolate, coffee, black teas, and cola may inhibit sleep.  It’s best to try cutting out caffeine altogether for the first 4-6 weeks of your new sleep program.  After that time, you can try adding caffeine again gradually, and see if it causes you any difficulty.

17. Do not drink alcoholic beverages within four to six hours of bedtime.  It may seem like alcohol helps you relax, but it also has the effect of making you sleep more lightly.  Again, it is best to cut out alcohol altogether for the first 4-6 weeks.
18. Avoid the use of over the counter sleep medicines, like Sominex or Benadryl.  These medications are generally not very useful in helping you modify your sleep patterns.  Talk to your doctor or pharmacist about your sleep problems, and about any sleep medicines you take.

19. Talk with family members/roommates about your difficulties sleeping.  Encourage them to respect your new routine so that you are free of the interruptions and the demands of others.

20. Remember: you can take control over your ability to sleep!  At times it may feel to you that all sorts of factors seemingly beyond your control – such as depression or anxiety – are preventing you from getting restful sleep.  However, sleep responds really well to the sorts of behavioral changes described in these “Rules.”  It won’t happen overnight (so to speak), but it will happen.  Be patient with yourself.  Have trust in your ability to affect your sleep.  Have faith that this problem won’t last forever.  Once you have taught yourself to sleep better, you may even find that you can get a better grip on other problems you once thought were “beyond your control!”
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