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Fall asleep,  
stay asleep
Sleep is a basic human need—just like food  
and water—but many people don’t get enough.  
Practicing good sleep hygiene may be your  
ticket to better rest.

The cycle of sleep
The need to sleep is primarily due to two substances 
your body produces:1

•   Adenosine builds up in your blood while you’re awake 
and your body breaks it down while you sleep. When 
levels are high, it may trigger the need to sleep.

•   Melatonin naturally makes you feel sleepy at night. 
Production is triggered by your body’s biological 
clock, which relies on exposure to light and darkness.

The five stages of sleep
When you go to sleep, you cycle through five stages.2
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Sleep changes as you age
As you get older, you may notice that it takes you longer to fall asleep. You wake up more often, and/or it’s 
harder to transition between wakefulness and sleepiness. These changes may be due to a natural shift in 
sleep architecture, health conditions and medications, and/or lifestyle changes.1 
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Get better rest
Despite age-related sleep changes, there are many 
things you can do to help improve your sleep habits. 

Be active
Physical activity improves sleep quality and 
increases sleep duration.3 When you exercise may 
also be important. You might have a hard time 
sleeping if you exercise too close to bedtime. Try 
to exercise at least three hours before bedtime.

If you exercise outdoors during the daytime 
hours, you may get the added benefit of sunlight 
exposure. Being exposed to light during the day 
may help you sleep longer at night.4 

Remember: Talk to your provider before starting a 
new exercise program.

Don’t drink caffeine late in the day
Caffeine is a stimulant so it helps keep you awake 
and alert. It can take up to 6–8 hours for the 
effects of caffeine to wear off. So, drinking it in 
the late afternoon may prevent you from falling 
asleep at night.1 

You may also need to avoid hidden sources of 
caffeine. In addition to coffee, soda and tea, 
caffeine may also be hiding in chocolate, ice 
cream and some pain relievers.

Nap smart 
Naps aren’t always bad. In fact, short naps can 
help make up for sleep missed the previous night 
and improve alertness and mood.1 But they can 
interfere with your nightly sleep if they aren’t  
done right. 

Keep your naps:
•   Short. Limit naps to 20 minutes or less.
•   Early. Nap in the early afternoon.
•   Comfortable. Avoid using the recliner; instead, 

nap somewhere without a lot of light or noise.

Eat the right bedtime snack
Avoid large meals too close to bedtime. Large 
meals are difficult to digest and may make it 
harder to fall asleep.5

Midnight snack suggestions from the  
National Sleep Foundation:6
•   Half a banana and a handful of almonds
•   Whole-grain cereal with milk
•   Whole-grain crackers with peanut butter
•   Half a turkey sandwich
•   Mug of warm milk

Avoid drinking alcohol before bed
While alcohol may make you drowsy, it may lead 
to a poor quality of sleep later.7

•   It can interfere with brain waves and block  
REM sleep.

•   It can interrupt your circadian rhythm by 
increasing the production of adenosine to cause 
a fast onset of sleep, but it subsides quickly, 
making you more likely to wake up before you’re 
really rested.

•   It can worsen breathing problems by causing 
the muscles in the back of your throat to relax, 
increasing your risk for snoring and sleep apnea.

•   It leads to more frequent bathroom trips 
because alcohol is a diuretic.

Nix the nightcap and limit alcohol to the early 
evening hours. Remember, the United States 
Department of Agriculture recommends limiting 
alcohol to one drink per day for women and two 
drinks per day for men.8 
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Limit your use of these devices in the 30 minutes 
prior to bedtime, and consider making your 
bedroom a technology-free zone.11

If you do keep smartphones or tablets in your 
bedroom, consider powering down devices so  
you aren’t woken up by alerts. 

Create a good sleep environment
Your bedroom should be a calming sleep chamber 
with three characteristics:12 

•   Cool. If you’re having trouble sleeping, adjust 
your thermostat down a couple of degrees.

•   Dark. Try using blackout curtains, low 
illumination nightlights and a sleep mask.

•   Quiet. Consider using a sound machine that can 
create white noise or peaceful sounds.

Work with your healthcare provider
Sometimes your needs go beyond the things you 
can control. In these instances, you need to work 
with your healthcare provider. Your healthcare 
provider can help you learn more about:
•   Medicines and health conditions
•   Possible sleep disorders
•   Prescription sleep medications
•   Over-the-counter sleep aids

Avoid drinking too much water close to bedtime
Nighttime bathroom breaks can be disruptive to 
your sleep, and they may become more frequent as 
you get older. 

As you get older, your body produces less of an 
anti-diuretic hormone that aids in fluid retention; 
this causes you to produce more urine at night. 
Additionally, the bladder tends to hold less urine as 
you age and older people are more likely to suffer 
from medical problems that may affect the bladder.9

Try to limit your intake of fluids two hours before 
bedtime; this likely means you will need to take 
in more water during the day.1 Keep in mind that 
some foods, like melons and soups, have a high fluid 
content too.

Relax before bed
Mental stress can make it hard to fall asleep or  
make your sleep more restless. When you feel stress, 
it triggers your body’s fight-or-flight response; this 
response is the opposite of what you need to go  
to sleep.

A calm-down routine that includes relaxing 
activities is a good way to ease into a sleep  
state. Consider using these activities to wind  
down before bed:
•   Make a to-do list. Write down all of your to-do’s 

for tomorrow, but all the things you accomplished 
today. Then, commit to letting go of your lingering 
to-do’s until tomorrow.  

•   Try yoga or deep breathing. Yoga may help 
improve your sleep.10 Deep breathing can help you 
get more relaxed and distract your mind a bit.

•   Take a warm bath or shower. This can help  
lower your body temperature, priming you for 
better sleep.

Other relaxing activities may include reading a 
book, praying or meditating, writing in a journal, or 
listening to soft music. 

Avoid using a tablet or smartphone late at night
Artificial light exposure in the form of TVs, tablets, 
smartphones and computers may trick your body 
into thinking it’s not bedtime. The blue light emitted 
by the screens of these devices suppresses the 
production of melatonin and keeps your brain alert, 
making it harder to fall and stay asleep.11 
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This is for informational purposes only and does not replace treatment or advice from a healthcare 
professional. If you have questions, please talk with your doctor. Talk to your doctor before beginning  
an exercise program or making any changes to your diet.


