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Sleep Hygiene: 7 Tips for a
Better Bedtime Routine

Winding down before bed is key to better sleep

You know that feeling after a great night's rest? When you wake up all energized and ready to

tackle your day like a hyperactive squirrel who's had a few too many energy drinks?

Oh ... not sounding familiar?
You're not alone.

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimates that 1 in 3 people in

the United States don't get the sleep they need on a regular basis. That means 33% of adults
are living with sleep deprivation.

And it's more serious than just a case of the morning groggies. Missing out on sleep can
have damaging effects across your mind and body.

“Sleep is foundational to health and wellness,” says sleep medicine specialist Nancy
Foldvary-Schaefer, DO, MS. “We know that getting enough sleep and getting good sleep are

necessary for cardiovascular health, metabolic health and even brain health.”

One key to getting those quality ZZZs? A consistent bedtime routine and sleep environment
that encourages healthy sleep — what experts call sleep hygiene. A lot is said about the
importance of sleep routines for babies and kids. But grownups need those rituals, too.

Because routines that encourage good sleep are a gateway to better well-being.

How can you improve your sleep hygiene and wake up refreshed? Dr. Foldvary-Schaefer
shares advice.



What is sleep hygiene?

“Sleep hygiene” is a term that refers to the healthy habits, behaviors and environmental

factors that you can take charge of to help you get a good night's sleep.

“Sleep hygiene is essentially the prep work we can do to protect our sleep and ensure we
sleep well,” Dr. Foldvary-Schaefer explains.

Why sleep hygiene matters

While some people will boast about getting by on little shuteye, the truth is that most adults

need a solid seven to nine hours of sleep each night.

Consider this: Recent studies have shown that not getting enough sleep causes

accumulations of toxins in the brain that can lead to Alzheimer's disease. Other research has

shown that people who have chronic sleep disorders are more likely to develop conditions
like:

» Hypertension (high blood pressure).

e Cardiac arrhythmia (abnormal heart rhythm).

. Obesity.
e Diabetes.

So, yes, getting enough quality sleep matters. A lot.

And setting the mood for a restful night's sleep with healthy sleep hygiene practices is one

way to make sure your body will get the rest it needs.

“We talk so much about a healthy diet and exercise and forget that sleep is another
important part of that conversation,” Dr. Foldvary-Schaefer relates. "“Many of us have adopted

poor sleep hygiene habits that really sabotage us from getting a good night’s sleep.”



Tips for better sleep hygiene

Dr. Foldvary-Schaefer says that the key to a good night's sleep starts long before your head
hits the pillow. Try these strategies for better sleep hygiene:

1. Keep consistent sleep and wake times

Sure, sleeping in on the weekends may sound like bliss, but what your body really craves is
consistency.

“One thing we promote is standard bedtimes and wake times. And of the two, the one that's
actually more important is having a regular wake-up time,” Dr. Foldvary-Schaefer advises.

The idea is that by keeping your timing consistent, you're essentially training your circadian
rhythm — your body's natural internal clock — to go to sleep and wake up at appropriate
times.

When your body gets used to going to bed and waking up at the same time, you'll be better

primed to fall asleep faster and wake up more refreshed. No more tossing and turning. No
more snooze-button-hitting.

2. Start winding down an hour before bedtime

There's no bedtime that's perfect for everyone. You're not Cinderella. There's no clock that's

going to turn your car into a pumpkin if you don't get into bed at the stroke of midnight.

Instead, your best bedtime will depend on how much sleep you need (remember, seven to
nine hours is typical) and counting back.

Let's do some quick math:

Say you need eight hours of sleep. If you need to wake up at 7 a.m. to get ready for work,
your bedtime should be 11 p.m. That doesn't mean you're brushing your teeth at 11 p.m.,
though. That means your eyes are shutting at 11.

Good sleep hygiene starts before then. So, subtract another hour from your bedtime, and
follow a calming bedtime routine.

That hour is an important one. It's your time to start telling your body and your mind that it's
time to wind down. So, protect that hour as a time for you relax after a long day.

What do you do in that hour?

« Stick to calming activities, like reading, journaling, or taking a warm bath or shower.

» Follow a standard set of steps leading to bedtime, like flossing, brushing your teeth,
caring for your skin, etc. Follow that same pattern in the same order every night.

« Keep the lighting dim and avoid screens, including TVs and phones.



3. Make your room comfy

Your bedroom should be your haven — a comfortable, safe place for some R&R.

“In terms of sleep hygiene, the bed is for sleep and intimate relations. It's not for other
things,” Dr. Foldvary-Schaefer states. “It's not a place to use your laptop, watch movies or
have long conversations. Those things will eventually promote a sloppier sleep hygiene that,
in turn, will reduce your quality and quantity of sleep.”

Focus on making your bed and your bedroom a place that encourages sleep. How?

» Keep your phone, tablet, computer and other screens out of your bedroom.

» Make your bed as sleep-inducing as possible with a supportive mattress and comfy

pillows.
* Use minimal lights and consider blackout curtains on your windows.

» Keep the room temperature on the cool side. Some experts suggest a temperature

around 60 to 67 degrees Fahrenheit (15 to 19 degrees Celsius).

4. Cut out bedtime drinking and snacking

As your body winds down for sleep, so does your digestive system. So late-night eating and

drinking can take a toll. Aim to not eat in the three hours before bedtime.

“It's not healthy to be eating late at night, and some people can be affected with reflux or will

be uncomfortable when eating late at night,” Dr. Foldvary-Schaefer adds.
And keep an eye on your caffeine and alcohol intake late in the day, too.

“"Alcohol is the most common drug used to help promote sleep, and that's because it does
have a sedative-hypnotic effect. But it metabolizes quickly, and it really wreaks havoc on the
quality of sleep, particularly REM sleep,” Dr. Foldvary-Schaefer cautions.



5. Calm your mind

You know the drill. You crawl into bed. Your body is exhausted. But your mind has other

plans.

 Am | prepared enough for that meeting tomorrow?

e /st going to rain?
o Did [l pay the water bill?

o Let'’s rehash that embarrassing thing in high school. One. More. Time.

Putting your mind to rest is key to good sleep hygiene. Dr. Foldvary-Schaefer suggests a few
ways to calm your racing mind and get to sleep faster:

« Meditation.

= Gentle yoga stretches.

* Progressive muscle relaxation.

« Journaling during the day. That will allow you to get out your worries and make plans for
the next day without bringing those thoughts to bed with you.

6. Avoid exercise before bed

Getting enough exercise is important for your health. And it's an important part of having

good sleep hygiene, too. But timing matters.

“Exercise is going to rev up stimulating hormones in the body. It's important to exercise, but
do it in the afternoon or in the early evening,” Dr. Foldvary-Schaefer recommends. “Exercising
within the hour or two before bedtime can trigger insomnia or difficulty falling asleep.”

7. See an expert if you need more help

Fitful sleep isn't something you have to deal with on your own. If you've tried it all and still
can't get the sleep you need, talking to a healthcare provider, like a primary care physician or
sleep medicine expert, can make a difference.

“When sleep problems continue for at least three months, they become diagnosable sleep
disorders," Dr. Foldvary-Schaefer notes. “The sooner we diagnose things, the faster we treat
them, and the better people feel, and the more protective sleep becomes for your health.”

Sweet dreams!



