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A message from

Dr. Austin 
Perlmutter  
Getting good sleep is one of the most important 
things we can do for the health of our bodies and 
brains. Yet most people treat quality sleep as an 
afterthought—something to only pay attention to after 
everything else is said and done. Additionally, many 
of us have a lot of trouble getting good, consistent 
sleep. All of this helps to explain why, when it comes to 
getting adequate, quality sleep each night, so many of 
us come up short. 

What can we do to get better sleep? Here’s the good 
news: a lot! In fact, this guide is packed with practical 
tips you can start using today! In addition, you’ll learn 
about sleep aids, naps, when to seek out extra help 
and lots more. I’ve personally found many of these 
strategies to be game changers for my quality of sleep, 
and if you’d like to learn more simple tools to improve 
the health of your brain and body, I invite you to join 
me on my website, Austinperlmutter.com I hope you 
enjoy this guide!

— 
Austin Perlmutter MD

3

http://Austinperlmutter.com
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9 Incredible 
Sleep Statistics

About 1/3 of American adults report getting less than 7 hours of 
sleep a night (on average), and sleep deprivation is a global issue.

American adults feel sleepy 3 days a week, which 
is linked to poor mood and overall feeling unwell.

Almost a billion people around the world are likely to have obstructive 
sleep apnea (OSA), a condition that damages sleep quality and health.

Among US states, Hawaii, West Virginia, Kentucky and 
Tennessee report the highest rates of insufficient sleep.

Lack of good sleep is linked to worse mental health, 
trouble thinking, risk for heart disease and dementia.

China has the highest rates of sleep tablet use, 
with 1 in 5 people using prescription sleep drugs.

An estimated 50-70 million Americans have chronic sleep disorders.

Sleep loss may increase our intake of 
unhealthy foods and promote weight gain.

Getting better sleep is linked to better memory, 
improved focus, calmer emotions and more creativity.

https://www.cdc.gov/sleep/data-and-statistics/adults.html
https://www.lboro.ac.uk/media-centre/press-releases/2016/november/the-worlds-largest-ever-online-sleep-census-reveals-a-sleep-deprived-planet.html
https://www.thensf.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/SIA-2020-Report.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7007763/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2021/10/24/which-state-has-most-sleep-deprived-residents/6120412001/
https://www.lboro.ac.uk/media-centre/press-releases/2016/november/the-worlds-largest-ever-online-sleep-census-reveals-a-sleep-deprived-planet.html
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/sleep-deprivation
https://www.austinperlmutter.com/post/how-sleep-influences-what-you-eat
https://www.austinperlmutter.com/post/4-ways-sleep-can-rapidly-improve-brain-function
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SLEEP TIP #1

Great sleep starts with your 
morning routine
If you really want to prioritize good sleep, you have to start thinking about it long 
before you hit the hay. Here are 3 simple steps to take each day to help promote good 
sleep later that night:

Optimize your light exposure 

Research is revealing that how and when we interact with light can significantly alter our 
biology. Whether it’s an increased risk for mood issues in people who get less daylight 
in the winter or eye strain from looking at a digital screen, light exposure affects our 
bodies and brains in a number of ways. As it relates to sleep, there are two specific 
ways in which light exposure is worth extra focus. 

1- Get more natural light in the morning 

While you never want to look directly into the sun, getting natural light in your eyes 
may help your brain to know that the day is starting, setting the circadian rhythm (the 
body’s 24-hour internal rhythm) and prepping the brain so it knows to get ready for 
sleep at the end of the day. In addition, for some people, morning light may be helpful 
for a mood boost. Ideally shoot for direct sunlight in your eyes within an hour of waking 
(without sunglasses on or through glass) may be best. Even overcast days provide a 

55 SCIENCE-BACKED SECRETS FOR BETTER SLEEP

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11818-019-00215-x


65 SCIENCE-BACKED SECRETS FOR BETTER SLEEP

decent dose of natural light! Note that most artificial lights don’t convey the same 
benefits unless they’re specialized artificial lightboxes designed to mimic sunlight. 

2- Get less artificial light at night (especially blue light!)

At the other end of the day, artificial light at night has been linked to worse quality of 
sleep. That’s thought to be in part due to the suppressive effects of light on production 
of the hormone melatonin. Recent research suggests that exposure to blue light 
wavelengths (common in light coming from our digital devices) may be especially 
problematic for our sleep. For this reason, many experts recommend limiting exposure 
to digital devices in the hours before bed. 

 TRY THIS 

•	 �Get 15-30 minutes of early morning sun in your eyes (remember, don’t look 
directly at the sun!) 

•	 Consider taking a morning walk outside to capture some of the sun’s rays

•	 Try drinking your morning coffee or tea outside

•	 Limit overall exposure to digital devices in 1-2 hours before bed

•	 �Activate “night shift” or equivalents on your digital devices to lower exposure to 
activating wavelengths of light in the evening

Minimize caffeine exposure in the afternoon

All too often, we forget that caffeine has a long half-life (6 hours!). That means half of 
the caffeine in that cup of coffee you drank at 4 pm is still around at 10 pm. In a 2022 
study of adolescents, consuming more caffeine was linked to more trouble falling 
asleep and reduced sleep time, but mainly for those who consumed caffeine in the 
afternoon and the evening. 

 TRY THIS 

•	 �Consider stopping caffeine at least 8 hours before bed

•	 �For most people, limiting caffeine consumption after 12PM is may be a good first 
step, but it may need to be even earlier for some, and a bit later for others

•	 �If you feel compelled to have an afternoon pick-me-up drink, try subbing some 
mint or other herbal tea for your usual afternoon energy drink or coffee 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1389945721003257?casa_token=VonF42K8-68AAAAA:2E1IBk_D5N8HHzcePIYq3f_arJ9O6wuNfPH7qT1KBSkS4rzVgCHIjKyDJF382BgS1iaH2ykN_A
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1389945721003257?casa_token=VonF42K8-68AAAAA:2E1IBk_D5N8HHzcePIYq3f_arJ9O6wuNfPH7qT1KBSkS4rzVgCHIjKyDJF382BgS1iaH2ykN_A
https://jcsm.aasm.org/doi/abs/10.5664/jcsm.9736
https://jcsm.aasm.org/doi/abs/10.5664/jcsm.9736
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•	 �Instead of turning to stimulants, try energizing your body with some brisk 
movement or breathing exercises 

Be careful with evening/nighttime alcohol intake 

Though the mechanism is different from caffeine, drinking alcohol late in the day/
before bed may also have a significant negative effect on sleep quality. The “nightcap” 
may seem appealing in the movies, but the reality is that alcohol consumption, 
especially in the hours right before bed is likely to damage the quality of your sleep. 
For example, one study in college students found that people who drank more before 
bed stayed asleep for less time, woke up more in the night, and felt sleepier on 
waking. Beyond this, alcohol consumption is also correlated with an increased risk for 
obstructive sleep apnea (OSA), which a top contributor to poor sleep and other health 
issues. 

 TRY THIS 

•	 �Consider limiting your alcohol consumption later in the afternoon and evening for 
higher-quality sleep

•	 �If you’re feeling pressured to drink at an evening social event, club soda with 
bitters is an excellent (and delicious) alcohol alternative

75 SCIENCE-BACKED SECRETS FOR BETTER SLEEP

https://academic.oup.com/alcalc/article/47/5/538/98830
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1389945717315988
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SLEEP TIP #2

Make your room a sleep sanctuary
With our modern lifestyles keeping us busy and engaged for so many of our waking 
hours, it’s easy to let work and entertainment into the bedroom. A number of 
recent surveys have concluded that most of us reach for our phones in the first few 
minutes after waking. But beyond the tech, we often ignore the role of variables like 
temperature, light and sound on our sleep quality. Here’s how to counter each of these 
and create a more restful bedroom that will promote healthier sleep!

Remove unnecessary devices

We live in an era where almost everyone is interacting with technology all day long, it’s 
important that we draw a boundary with our tech so that it doesn’t impair our sleep 
quality. There are a number of reasons why having unnecessary technology (think TVs, 
smartphones and tablets) in the bedroom can be a problem for good sleep, but here 
are 4 of the most important:

1.	�Tablets, phones and TVs emit blue light which can suppress our body’s 
natural wind-down/sleep cycles and disrupt melatonin release.

2.	�Having devices in our rooms makes us more likely to stay up late on our screens, 
distracting us from getting to bed on time and cutting into our nightly rest. 

3.	�Smartphones can unexpectedly buzz, light up or otherwise 
try to notify us, waking us unnecessarily from sleep.

95 SCIENCE-BACKED SECRETS FOR BETTER SLEEP
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4.	�Our digital devices are very activating for our brains, especially if we’re 
consuming stressful media. That revs up our brains and makes it harder for 
them to get into the calmed state that is best for falling and staying asleep. 

 TRY THIS 

•	 �Walk around your room and remove all unnecessary devices, especially those with 
screens (yes, you might even consider moving the TV!)

•	 �Do your best to keep electronic devices outside the bedroom. That means 
charging your phone outside your bedroom.

•	 �Purchase a low-tech alarm clock instead of using the one on your phone. 

Remove unnecessary noises

Making changes to lower exposure to nighttime noises can be challenging, especially if 
you live somewhere loud, have roommates, children or a partner that is a loud sleeper. 
But the science here doesn’t lie: noisy bedrooms are simply bad for our sleep quality. 

Reasons why we might have loud bedrooms vary depending on where we live and our 
unique circumstances. For example, people who live in large cities will have a much 
higher exposure to transportation-related noise (like road traffic from vehicle engines). 
It’s thought that louder noises (over 45 db, which for reference, is about how loud a 
refrigerator or softer conversation is) impact sleep by making it harder to fall asleep 
and waking us up during the night. Interestingly, research shows that we may be more 
sensitive to sounds later in the night, when we’re overall less sleepy.

So, what can we do to reduce the negative effects of loud noises on our sleep? While 
we may not be able to remove all the noise, there are certainly some important 
actionable strategies:

 TRY THIS 

•	 �Seal the cracks: sounds can easily navigate around and under doors if there 
are gaps present. If you can see gaps around and under your door, consider 
purchasing materials to help close the holes and keep out the unnecessary noise!

•	 �Add noise absorbers: remember how much louder it was when you first moved 
into your empty house, apartment or even your dorm room? Sounds like to 
bounce off hard surfaces and reflect throughout a room. How do you stop this 
from happening?

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5187651/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1087079206001055
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1087079206001055
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•	 �Consider getting a plush carpet, adding a piece of furniture, hanging some art 
or putting some plants in your bedroom. This will help dampen the noise and 
provide an aesthetic bump!

•	 �Invest in a white noise machine: Fight fire with fire! It turns out that you can 
indeed fight back against noise pollution using the power of white noise. Use of 
a white noise machine has been shown to offset a loud urban environment as 
measured by better reported and measured sleep quality. It’s important to note 
that there’s a huge range of “white noise machines,” and some play nature noises 
while others play a low mechanical hum and others sound like a fan. To some 
degree, finding the right white noise machine is a personal preference (do you 
like water noises, want a range of options or prefer a single, more generic sound?)

Optimize your bedroom temperature

You might not think about it outside of feeling occasionally uncomfortable or getting 
a fever, but our internal temperatures change throughout the day. In fact, they actually 
vary by around 2 degrees Fahrenheit overnight. This seemingly subtle change is 
perhaps most notable for the drop in temperature that happens before bed which is 
linked to release of the sleep hormone melatonin.  

When it comes to the connection between temperatures and sleep quality, slightly 
lower temperatures seem to be the key. In a recent study, researchers compared 
bedroom temperatures with quality of sleep, and found that cooler temperatures were 
linked to better sleep. 

What are the ideal temperatures that promote sleep? This may vary person to person, 
but the scientific consensus speaks to a goal bedroom temperature of around 60 to 67 
degrees Fahrenheit (15.6 to 19.4 degrees Celsius). 

 TRY THIS 

•	 �If you live somewhere less noisy and cool, consider opening windows at night

•	 �If you have an air conditioner, consider setting it to between 64-67 degrees 
Fahrenheit

•	 �Consider using a fan to help keep your bedroom cool overnight

•	 Try a shower or bath before bed (more on this in Tip #3!)

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1389945721002021
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32617439/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23744731.2020.1756664?casa_token=hnQxgiechWkAAAAA%3APPfOo66_Ipjix1tSeMLC8i0XcdF_SW0Cc3BslMNQehJJ-HANDHUUS6drOoqTJUIiFx3_f2INmBKP
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SLEEP TIP #3

Get your brain and body 
ready for sleep
One of the clearest connections between psychological state and sleep relates 
to stress. Specifically, it’s hard to fall and stay asleep if our minds are anxious and 
spinning. While people with significant and ongoing stress may benefit from seeking 
professional help, there are a number of straightforward practices that can help our 
brains to wind down from the day’s stressors. 

Listen to music

In addition to just being enjoyable, research suggests that listening to certain types 
of music may have beneficial effects on our bodies that could translate into better 
sleep. For example, one study showed that people who listened to classical music had 
decreases in their levels of the stress hormone cortisol. Listening to music during the 
day has also been linked to improvements in reported sleep quality. The perfect way 
to use music for better sleep hasn’t really been established, but to begin, you might 
consider listening to relaxing music in the hour before bed. 

 TRY THIS 

•	 �Put on headphones and listen to classical music in the hour before bed.

•	 �Combo calming music with another calming bedtime routine like a breathing 
exercise, bath/shower or light stretching.

135 SCIENCE-BACKED SECRETS FOR BETTER SLEEP

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4906829/
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Mehtap-Kavurmaci/publication/333949636_Effect_of_Music_Therapy_on_Sleep_Quality/links/5fbf5d4592851c933f5d2e4e/Effect-of-Music-Therapy-on-Sleep-Quality.pdf
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Take a hot bath/shower before bed

Indulging in a hot bath or shower before bed just sounds like an effective way to 
destress and prepare for a restful night of sleep. But now research is indicating that 
there’s much more to the science than might have been guessed.

When we take a hot bath or shower, we feel initially warmed by the water. But after we 
get out, our blood vessels stay dilated, which transfers heat to our hands and feet. That 
heat is more easily lost to our environment, and the net effect is actually lowering our 
core body temperature (which again, promotes better sleep).

To be more specific about this science, a recent analysis examined a number of 
scientific studies on the subject. It found that water temperatures of 40–42.5 °C (around 
104-108 °F) between 1-2 hours before bed for a minimum of 10 minutes was linked to 
shorter time falling asleep and better reported sleep quality. 

 TRY THIS 

•	 �Take a hot shower or warm bath in the hours before bed (or if you’re lucky 
enough to have access to a hot tub, that works too!)

Practice mindfulness 

We all know that life is extremely stressful these days. But in addition to the stress, 
many of our activities are also more mindless, meaning that we spend a lot of our time 
doing things like watching TV, scrolling on our phones or even performing jobs that 
don’t require a ton of engagement and can be done almost on autopilot. Though we’re 
still learning the impact of this mindless activity on our sleep, research has revealed an 
effect of getting more of the exact opposite: more mindful time. 

Mindfulness is simply the idea of paying more attention to the present moment. 
There are a wide range of methods used to practice mindfulness ranging from more 
formal meditation to simply paying attention to your breathing to mindful eating. 
Research so far supports a potential role of mindfulness practices in promoting healthy 
sleep, though there’s still important scientific work to be done. The great thing about 
mindfulness is that it’s very easy to put into practice!

 TRY THIS 

•	 �Before bed, find a quiet place and close your eyes and count your breaths for 
5-10 minutes.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1087079218301552
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352250X18301404?casa_token=TJatKlKCFBQAAAAA:ZqfGlB_HOhQ0bdVq4Wii5f0gwIgw43ePUmp6VDVJdnsv719OazA8EmSXoDqGDKRf10kEgdb4pA
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•	 �After dinner, go for a short (5-10 minute) walk without your phone, and simply 
take in the surroundings.

•	 �Try a meditation app like Headspace or Calm in the hours before bed (but 
remember, don’t leave your phone in your room overnight!)

Practice gratitude 

Consciously drawing attention to what we already have in life is called practicing 
gratitude, and it’s now the subject of a number of scientific studies. Gratitude practice 
is a form of positive psychology. In a number of studies, this practice correlates with 
better health outcomes including better quality of sleep. In essence, the idea is to first 
affirm the wonderful things in the world and in our lives, and then appreciate that many 
of these things come from others and from the larger world. 

 TRY THIS 

•	 �Keep a designated gratitude journal (can just be a standard plain-page 
notebook!) next to your bed. Before you go to sleep, write down 3 things you are 
thankful for.

•	 �Establish a daily practice of simply thinking about and appreciating the important 
people in your life (again, consider doing this right before bed).

Read a (paper) book 

Many of us may choose to open a book and read a few pages (or chapters) before 
bed. Though it’s not been heavily studied, this practice has been linked to improved 
sleep quality. But before you jump into your favorite page-turner, here are two key 
considerations:

•	 �These days many of us turn to a tablet or e-reader for our reading. Though 
convenient, these devices may have a negative effect on our ability to get good 
sleep. Several recent studies link nighttime exposure to e-readers and tablets to 
worse sleep quality. When compared to reading from a conventional paper book, 
people reading from a tablet felt less sleepy. This may be in part due to the blue 
light that comes through the device screens.

•	 �When choosing a good book to read before bed, remember that the goal is to 
help your brain wind down, not rev up! To this end, highly activating/stressful or 
even highly engaging books may not be ideal.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022399920301847?casa_token=XhsC3z9oPtAAAAAA:bC90lM47L0dgRslGVr-FPFq3Hu6MQGmKZ7axp44ogpd5UTDxrWz0KAvN96t2g9ac9HnGLa9l8w
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s13063-021-05831-3
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1389945716000599?casa_token=Zw0KGk77XSUAAAAA:IJfPWzzLD_3XsXrkd9mxyUYHq51A3mUEbjAz0RaFaeeTv4v6p6dT7ExyPbXwDRMsEQyoA3IxGQ
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1389945716000599?casa_token=Zw0KGk77XSUAAAAA:IJfPWzzLD_3XsXrkd9mxyUYHq51A3mUEbjAz0RaFaeeTv4v6p6dT7ExyPbXwDRMsEQyoA3IxGQ
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1389945716000599?casa_token=Zw0KGk77XSUAAAAA:IJfPWzzLD_3XsXrkd9mxyUYHq51A3mUEbjAz0RaFaeeTv4v6p6dT7ExyPbXwDRMsEQyoA3IxGQ
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SLEEP TIP #4

Move your body every day
Physical activity has long since been established as one of the best ways to care for our 
bodies. Yet recent scientific study has shown that moving our bodies is also a great way 
to care for our brains. One way that seems to happen is by improving the quality of our 
sleep. In a recent analysis of the existing science, researchers found that exercise was 
linked to significant improvements in sleep quality. This may be especially relevant for 
people with insomnia. 

So how often do we need to exercise to reap benefits to our sleep? In one study 
looking at older adults, moderate intensity exercise three times a week for at least 12 
weeks was best. Yet other data suggests a benefit to sleep that comes from doing 
regular yoga, tai chi or simply regular walking. As far as duration of exercise, if you’re 
not already engaging in an exercise routine, consider starting with something you can 
manage to do a few days a week (like a walk around the neighborhood) and building 
up to longer periods of activity. 

 TRY THIS 

•	 Shoot for 20 minutes of movement of any kind for at least 5 days a week.

•	 �If you’re not someone who regularly exercises, experiment with different 
movements (yoga, Pilates, resistance training, walking, swimming etc.) to see what 
you actually enjoy.

•	 �Build 5-minute intervals in your workday dedicated to some type of movement. 
Even if it simply means getting up from your chair to walk around the house or 
office—little things add up!

175 SCIENCE-BACKED SECRETS FOR BETTER SLEEP

https://peerj.com/articles/5172/?td=wk
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272735817303306?casa_token=S44ANP1Vo6UAAAAA:NhZ4KO4qk7d1CCxih9ZC-tC11H9gZYK6IpPl_8tsLzu7BiQ5sfuiPyOtwSkGZ5treiwgeLU3uA
https://ijbnpa.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12966-020-0913-3
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21679169.2019.1623314
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SLEEP TIP #5

Practice consistency in sleep 
and waking times
Our sleep routines are often influenced by our shifting desires, obligations and 
schedules. This can translate into vastly different bedtimes depending on the day of 
the week and everything else happening in our lives. But we’re increasingly recognizing 
that when it comes to sleep, consistency is key. 

Many of us already know that a regular sleep routine is vitally important for children, 
as it’s linked to better memory, focus and more. Now research confirms that a regular 
sleep schedule is something that adults need to prioritize as well. In an eye-opening 
article published in 2018, researchers looked at the relationship between irregular sleep 
(for example, making frequent changes to your sleep schedule) and a number of other 
health outcomes. They found that older people reporting more irregular sleep were at 
increased risk for daytime sleepiness as well as risk for blood sugar problems and worse 
mental health. 

These types of findings mean that getting good sleep isn’t just about the number 
of hours of sleep, but when and how we get those hours. Clearly, we’re not always 
going to be able to get in bed at the same hour every night, but there are often a 
number of things we can do improve the consistency of our sleep. 

 TRY THIS 

•	 �Set (and stick) to a consistent bedtime and waking time for at least 5 days of the 
week.

•	  �Work backwards from your goal wake up time and bedtime so you don’t find 
yourself cutting into your sleep period with avoidable tasks or activities.

•	 �Set an alarm on your phone or alarm clock for 30 minutes before your nightly 
sleep time to remind you when it’s time for bed.

185 SCIENCE-BACKED SECRETS FOR BETTER SLEEP

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5861615/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-018-32402-5
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Additional 
Considerations: 
What about naps? 
Most of us have enjoyed at least a nap or two in our lives, and we’ve likely heard about 
the benefits of “power naps” to get us quickly feeling better. But should we all be 
napping? Is there a downside to napping? 

A wide range of research has linked napping to benefits to brain and body. This science 
especially speaks to the healing power of even short bursts of sleep in recharging our 
cognitive capacity. Another takeaway from this research is that naps may especially 
boost our brain and body function when we’ve been sleep deprived. However, there 
are a few things to keep in mind before settling into a pattern of daily naps. 

1.	�Consistent napping can be an indicator of low-quality sleep. If you’re always 
feeling tired during the day, it may make more sense to focus on why that is 
the case, rather than consistently patching the hole with naps (see the below 
section when to speak with a healthcare provider about your sleep issues)

2.	�Longer naps (think >30-40 minutes) may significantly throw off your sleep 
patterns, and may be better to avoid. Try to keep naps to <30 minutes 
to get the best bang for your buck, without the nap hangover!

3.	�Napping could help make you less sleepy, and in doing so, make it harder 
to fall asleep later that day, perpetuating a cycle of poor nighttime sleep 
and a need for daytime naps. If you’re struggling to fall asleep at night and 
take regular daytime naps, it may be worth pausing the afternoon siestas.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S108707922200079X?casa_token=RqwuFPgQuHUAAAAA:Nb5G7SnQ8k3BjV3VfiDW8wh0RICcdZFLNe7-3aeEugdalL4uUYs5ZBnC-42w3f4NFaiGlpcQmg
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40279-021-01482-1
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What about sleep supplements and 
medications?
Prescription sleep aids

Many people use prescription medications, supplements and other aids to help them 
fall and stay asleep. Popular sleep medications may seem like a great solution for poor 
sleep, but it’s notable that they’ve been associated with a wide variety of side effects 
and risks. Additionally, their effects tend not to replicate natural sleep. Generally 
speaking, sleep prescriptions are designed to be used for short time intervals (days-
weeks) as opposed to months to years. With all this said, it doesn’t mean that certain 
people can’t benefit from a prescription sleep medication, simply that they are far from 
a perfect solution.  

It’s notable that many people take sleep medications without a prescription. This 
is especially concerning because they are potentially dangerous drugs when used 
incorrectly. Additionally, relying on sleep drugs that were not obtained through a 
prescription could mean missing a diagnosis or more helpful treatment. The bottom 
line: use of prescription sleep drugs is far from a universal solution, and needs to be 
carefully considered in conjunction with a qualified health practitioner.

Over-the-counter sleep aids and supplements

When it comes to supplements and other over-the-counter options, there are a wide 
range of products on the market. Among the top sellers are products containing 
diphenhydramine and doxylamine (anti-allergy medications with sedative properties) as 
well as “natural” products like melatonin (a concentrated version of a naturally occurring 
hormone), valerian and chamomile (made from plants), L-theanine, magnesium and 
others. These products have varying degrees of scientific support and work through 
different pathways in our brains and bodies. Here are some important considerations 
before taking these products for sleep:

•	 �Antihistamines may become less effective when used for sleep over longer 
periods. They also may increase risk of confusion and falls in older populations, 
and carry risk for a wide variety of potential side effects.

•	 �Sleep supplements are a largely unregulated market, which means the quality 
and quantity of the active ingredient in your capsules, tea and powder is often 
anything but standardized (and what’s in them may not even be what you think 
you’re buying).
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•	 �Many of the ingredients in non-prescription sleep products have minimal 
evidence for their benefit in quality of sleep.

•	 �Supplements and other over-the-counter products can interact with prescription 
medications.

•	 �It’s important to ask why you’re turning to a sleep aid. Are you addressing the 
underlying issues or just purchasing a band-aid? If you’re experiencing significant 
sleep issues, you’re likely better served working with a health provider than trying 
to fix the issue with pills and powders of any sort.

•	 �If you do choose to use a non-prescription product for your sleep, look for a 
reputable brand that clearly states the ingredients in the product.

When to speak with a healthcare 
provider about your sleep
With everything you’ve learned about the value of quality sleep, you can likely see 
why prioritizing good sleep each night is so important to your health. It’s important 
to note that even with all of the tips and tricks described in the prior pages, you may 
still experience significant issues with sleep quality as well as feeling poorly rested and 
sleepy in the daytime. This speaks to a key point: a number of people may experience 
poor sleep due in part to underlying psychological and medical issues, and they may 
benefit from speaking to their health provider or a sleep specialist. One important 
example is obstructive sleep apnea, although there are a number of other significant 
sleep disorders (e.g., restless leg syndrome) 

Obstructive sleep apnea (OSA) is an incredibly common condition (likely around 1 in 
5 adults) that is dramatically rising in prevalence. In OSA, a person’s airway collapses, 
leading to a pause in breathing that severely compromises quality of sleep. Some risk 
factors that may put you at higher risk for OSA include having a larger neck, snoring, 
having high blood pressure and being overweight. Fortunately, there are effective 
therapies for OSA, and for many, it may be reasonable to ask your health practitioner 
about being evaluated for this condition. 

More generally, if are experiencing significant issues with your sleep quality, or you are 
not getting any benefit to your sleep despite trying more conservative measures, it may 
be very prudent to talk to your healthcare practitioner about doing a sleep study or 
getting further assistance with your sleep. Beyond this, some people will additionally 
benefit from seeing a sleep specialist who can further investigate and create a 
treatment plan for contributors to poor sleep.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5789079/
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Summary
5 Secrets for Better Sleep

1. Great sleep starts with your morning routine
•	 Get more natural light in the morning

•	 Get less artificial light at night (especially blue light!)

•	 Minimize caffeine exposure in the afternoon

•	 Be careful with evening/nighttime alcohol intake

2. Make your room a sleep sanctuary
•	 Remove unnecessary devices

•	 Remove unnecessary noises

•	 Optimize your bedroom temperature

3. Get your brain and body ready for sleep
•	 Listen to music

•	 Take a hot bath/shower before bed

•	 Practice mindfulness

•	 Practice gratitude

•	 Read a (paper) book

4. Move your body every day
•	 Shoot for 20 minutes of movement for 5 days a week

5. Practice consistency in sleep and waking times
•	 �Set (and stick to) a consistent bedtime and waking time 

for at least 5 days of the week.
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