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Sleep: Part 2
Your health & performance depends upon it
“Before Thomas Edison’s invention of 
the light bulb, people slept an average 
of 10 hours a night; today, Americans 
average 6.9 hours of sleep on weeknights 
and 7.5 hours per night on weekends.”1

“Approximately 70 million people in 
the United States are aff ected by a sleep 
problem. About 40 million Americans 
suff er from a chronic sleep disorder, and 
an additional 20-30 million are aff ected 
by intermitt ent sleep-related problems. 
However, an overwhelming majority 
of sleep disorders remain undiagnosed 
and untreated.”1

“A majority of American adults (63 
percent) do not get the recommended 
eight hours of sleep needed for 
good health, safety, and optimum 
performance. In fact, nearly one-third 
(31 percent) report sleeping less than 

seven hours each week night, though 
many adults say they try to sleep more 
on weekends.”1

“…As many as 47 million adults 
may be putt ing themselves at risk for 
injury, health, and behavior problems 
because they aren’t meeting their 
minimum sleep need in order to be 
fully alert the next day.”1

How Much Is Enough?
Quantity & Quality
We know that insuffi  cient sleep is 
directly linked to poor health (see 
Sleep: Part 1), but how do we know 
if we’re gett ing enough sleep to 
meet our health and performance 
needs? “Gett ing enough sleep 
refers to the amount of sleep you 
need to not feel sleepy the next 
day. If sleepiness interferes with 
or makes it diffi  cult to do your 
daily activities, you probably need 
more sleep. Although sleep experts 
generally recommend an average 
of 7-9 hours per night, some people 
can get along with less while 
others need as much as 10 hours to 
feel alert the next day. 

Sleep requirements vary over the 
life cycle. Newborns and infants 
need a lot of sleep and have several 
periods of sleep throughout a 
24-hour time period. Naps are 
important to them as well as to 
toddlers, who may nap up to 
the age of 5. As children enter 
adolescence, their sleep patt erns 
shift  to a later sleep-wake cycle, 

but they still need around 9 hours 
of sleep.”2 “Throughout adulthood, 
even as we get older, we need 7-9 
hours of sleep. Sleep patt erns may 
change, but the need for sleep 
remains the same”2 (see States & 
Stages of Sleep, diagram 1). As older 
adults, we may experience shorter 
periods of deep sleep, fi nding 
ourselves sleeping more lightly 
and awakening more oft en during 
the night, but our need for that 7-9 
hours of sleep does not change.3 
(See What Happens as We Sleep.)

Be aware that quality of sleep 
is just as important as quantity. 
People whose sleep is frequently 
interrupted or cut short are not 
gett ing quality sleep. If you feel 
drowsy during the day – even 
during boring or monotonous 
activities – you are not gett ing 
enough sleep.3, 4 Other signs are 
a tendency to be unreasonably 
irritable with friends, family, or 
co-workers, and having diffi  culty 
concentrating or remembering 
facts.4 It is important to plan for 
sleep just as you would plan for 
a meeting. If you don’t schedule 
time to sleep, the consequences can 
be detrimental to both mind and 
body. “Planning your day so that 
you allow enough time to sleep is 
essential to your overall well-being 
and quality of life. Such planning 
includes allowing enough time 
to awaken – [ideally] without 
an alarm clock – so you get as 
much sleep as you need.”2 “If 

http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/feb/sleep-part1.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/feb/sleep-part1.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/states-and-stages-of-sleep.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/states-and-stages-of-sleep.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/what-happens-as-we-sleep.pdf
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you experience frequent daytime 
sleepiness, even aft er increasing 
the amount of quality sleep you 
get, talk to your doctor. He or she 
may be able to identify the cause of 
sleep problems and off er advice on 
how to get a bett er night’s sleep.”3 

Common sleep problems include:

• insomnia,
• snoring and sleep apnea,
• narcolepsy and cataplexy,
• movement disorders and 

parasomnias,
• sleep phase syndromes, and
• underlying medical conditions.

Why Nighttime Sleep?
Our biological clock
Sleep is regulated in two ways.

• The fi rst process is the restorative 
process, which occurs naturally 
in response to how long you are 
awake – the longer you’re awake 
– the stronger is the drive to sleep.2 

• The second process controls the 
timing of sleep and wakefulness 
during the day-night cycle.2 This 
process is controlled by your 
“internal biological clock – a tiny 
bundle of cells in your brain 
that responds to light signals 
through your eyes and promotes 
wakefulness. Because of the 
timing of the biological clock 
and other bodily processes, you 
naturally feel drowsy between 
midnight and 7 a.m. and again 
in the aft ernoon between 1 p.m. 
and 4 p.m.”5 (see States & Stages of 
Sleep, diagram 2). “This internal 
clock, which gradually becomes 
established during the fi rst 
months of life, controls the daily 
ups and downs of biological 
patt erns, including body 
temperature, blood pressure, and 
the release of hormones.”6

Night shift . The internal biological 
clock is one reason why night-shift  
workers oft en fi nd themselves 

drowsy at work or having trouble 
falling asleep or staying asleep 
during the day, when their 
schedules require them to sleep. 
“Being sleepy puts them at risk for 
injuries on the road and at work. 
Night-shift  workers are also more 
likely to have conditions such as 
heart disease, digestive disorders, 
and infertility, as well as emotional 
problems. All of these problems 
may be related, at least in part, to 
their chronic lack of sleep.”5 

Jet lag. The internal biological 
clock also contributes to what 
we call “jet lag.” When traveling 
across time zones, it can be hard 
to adapt to new sleep and wake 
patt erns. What results is that 
feeling of jet lag where we feel 
sleepy in the daytime, have trouble 
falling asleep or staying asleep at 
night, develop poor concentration, 
and irritability.5 

“The good news is that by using 
appropriately timed cues, most 
people can change their biological 
clock, but only by 1-2 hours per day 
at best. Therefore, it can take several 
days to adjust to a new time zone or 
diff erent work schedule. 

Establishing a regular patt ern 
of sleep with regular bed and 
wake times helps promote sleep 
by gett ing you in sync with your 
biological clock so you experience 
all of the sleep stages2 (States & 
Stages of Sleep, diagram 3) and 
wake up feeling rested.

When We Don’t Sleep...
Sleep debt
“The amount of sleep a person 
needs… increases if he or she has 
been deprived of sleep in previous 
days. Gett ing too litt le sleep creates a 
‘sleep debt,’ which is much like being 
overdrawn at a bank. Eventually, 
your body will demand that the debt 
be repaid. We don’t seem to adapt 
to gett ing less sleep than we need; 
while we may get used to a sleep-

depriving schedule, our judgment, 
reaction time, and other functions 
are still impaired.”7 In fact, many 
studies make it clear that being 
sleep deprived is dangerous. “Sleep-
deprived people who are tested 
by using a driving simulator or by 
performing a hand-eye coordination 
task perform as badly as or worse 
than those who are intoxicated.”7 
“As sleep debt mounts, the health 
consequences increase, putt ing us 
at growing risk for weight gain, 
diabetes, heart disease, stroke, and 
memory loss”;8 and “driver fatigue 
is responsible for an estimated 
100,000 motor vehicle accidents and 
1500 deaths each year.“7 

“Fortunately, sleep doesn’t charge 
interest on the unpaid balance 
or even demand a one-for-one 
repayment. It may take some time, 
but you can repay even a chronic, 
long-standing sleep debt.”8 
Some research suggests that the 
accumulated sleep debt can be 
worked down or ‘paid off .’”9

In the July 2007 issue of Harvard 
Women’s Health Watch, Dr. 
Lawrence J. Epstein, regional 
medical director of the Harvard-
affi  liated Sleep Health Centers, 
off ers the following advice:

• “Sett le short-term debt. If you 
missed 10 hours of sleep over the 
course of a week, add three to four 
extra sleep hours on the weekend 
and an extra hour or two per night 
the following week until you have 
repaid the debt fully.

• Address a long-term debt. If 
you’ve shorted yourself on sleep 
for decades, you won’t be required 

http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/public/sleep/pslp_fs.htm
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/additional-resources.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/additional-resources.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/additional-resources.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/additional-resources.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/additional-resources.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/additional-resources.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/states-and-stages-of-sleep.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/states-and-stages-of-sleep.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/time-zone.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/states-and-stages-of-sleep.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/states-and-stages-of-sleep.pdf
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to put in a Rip Van Winkle-like 
eff ort to repay the hours of missed 
slumber. Nonetheless, it could 
take a few weeks to recoup your 
losses. Plan a vacation with a light 
schedule and few obligations – not 
a whirlwind tour of the museums 
of Europe or a daughter’s 
wedding. Then, turn off  the alarm 
clock and just sleep every night 
until you awake naturally. At the 
beginning, you may be sleeping 
12 hours or more a night; by the 
end, you’ll be gett ing about the 
amount you regularly need to 
awake refreshed.

• Avoid backsliding into a 
new debt cycle. Once you’ve 
determined how much sleep you 
really need, factor it into your daily 
schedule. Try to go to bed and get 
up at the same time every day – at 
the very least, on weekdays. If 
need be, use weekends to make up 
for lost sleep.”8 

How to Get Quality Sleep
Tips to a good night’s sleep
Let’s face it, sometimes gett ing 
enough good, quality sleep can 
be diffi  cult. A baby awakens you; 
your spouse is snoring; you’re 
caring for others in your home; it’s 
hot and humid; the stress at work 
is keeping your mind running in 
circles, etc. Whatever the reason, 
sometimes sleep can be hard to 
come by. The following tips may 
help you make gains in the area of 
more quality and quantity sleep:

• Stick to a sleep schedule. Go 
to bed and wake up at the same 
time each day – even on the 
weekends, if possible. 5 This 
schedule helps set your biological 
clock and makes it easier to wake 
up on Monday mornings.7

• Use your bed for sleep and 
intimacy. Don’t use your bed for 
anything but sleep and intimacy. 
Your bed should be associated 
with relaxation and sleep.4, 10

• Exercise, but not too late in the 
day. Try to exercise 30 minutes 
a day. Daily exercise oft en helps 
people sleep. Avoid exercising 
closer than 5 or 6 hours before 
bedtime, however, since exercise 
close to bedtime can stimulate 
and increase alertness.4, 5, 7, 10

• Avoid caff eine and nicotine. Both 
caff eine and nicotine stimulate 
the central nervous system.10 The 
stimulating eff ects of caff eine in 
coff ee, colas, teas, and chocolate 
can take as long as 8 hours to 
wear off  fully. Tobacco users also 
experience nicotine withdrawal 
during sleep, and some have more 
nightmares than non-nicotine 
users, which disrupts sleep. 
Giving up tobacco may cause 
more sleep problems at fi rst, but 
the long-term eff ect on sleep and 
health is much bett er.11

• Avoid alcoholic drinks before 
bed. A “nightcap” might help you 
get to sleep, but alcohol keeps 
you in the lighter stages of sleep. 
You also tend to wake up in the 
middle of the night when the 
sedating eff ects have worn off .5

• Avoid large meals and beverages 
late at night. A large meal can 
cause indigestion that interferes 
with sleep. Drinking too many 
fl uids at night can cause you to 
awaken frequently to urinate.5 Try 
to fi nish eating all meals 2-3 hours 
before your regular bedtime.12

• Drink a glass of fat-free milk 
before bed. The amino acid 
tryptophan in the milk will help 
make you feel sleepy.10 In fact, 
all dairy foods 
are a good source 
of tryptophan. 
Tryptophan 
converts to 
melatonin and 
serotonin in the 
body – both of 
which are thought 
to induce sleep. 

Other tryptophan-containing 
foods include oats, bananas, 
poultry, and peanuts.13 See 
Bedtime Snack Ideas for more 
information.

• Avoid medicines that delay or 
disrupt your sleep, if possible. 
Some commonly prescribed 
heart, blood pressure, or asthma 
medications, as well as some 
over-the-counter and herbal 
remedies for coughs, colds, 
or allergies can disrupt sleep 
patt erns.5 Consult your doctor.

• Nap, only if necessary. Night 
owls and shift  workers are 
at the greatest risk for sleep 
debt. Napping an hour or two 
at the peak of sleepiness in 
the aft ernoon can help these 
individuals to supplement hours 
missed at night.8 Try not to take 
naps aft er 3 p.m. Though naps 
can boost your brain power, late 
aft ernoon naps can make it harder 
to fall asleep at night. Also, try 
to keep naps to under an hour.5 
Ideally, naps should last 20-30 
minutes for someone who is not 
working a night shift  and needs 
some short-term alertness in the 
day.16 Those who take advantage 
of a 20-minute power nap during 
the work day report that they 
can then go back to work with 
renewed enthusiasm and energy.17

• Relax before bed. Take time to 
unwind. A relaxing activity, such 
as reading or listening to music, 
can be a helpful part of your 
bedtime ritual.5 Avoid watching 
a TV show or reading a book that 
is stimulating, frightening, or 
violent right before bed.10

• Take a hot bath before bed. The 
drop in body temperature aft er 
the bath may help you feel sleepy, 
and the bath can help relax you.5

• Have a good sleeping 
environment. Make your 
bedroom cool, dark, quiet, and 
comfortable.18 Get rid of anything 

http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/bedtime-snack-ideas.pdf
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To view the references used in 
this newsletter, go to:
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/
healthhints/2009/mar/ref.php

This document is meant for educational purposes only and is not intended to 

replace the advice of your doctor or other health care provider. 

that might distract you from 
sleep, such as noises, bright 
lights, an uncomfortable bed, or a 
TV or computer in the bedroom. 
Keep the bedroom dark and the 
temperature on the cool side to 
help you sleep bett er.4, 5 If the room 
stays excessively humid, you 
may want to try a dehumidifi er. 
If it is excessively dry, consider a 
humidifi er.11 

• Have the right sunlight 
exposure. Daylight is key to 
regulating daily sleep patt erns. 
Try to get outside in natural 
sunlight for at least 30 minutes 
each day.5

• Don’t lie in bed awake. Don’t 
get in bed before you are tired. 
If you fi nd yourself still awake 
aft er staying in bed for more than 
20 minutes, get up and do some 
relaxing activity until you feel 
sleepy. Then go back to bed. The 
anxiety of not being able to sleep 
can make it harder to fall asleep.5 

• See a doctor if you continue 
to have trouble sleeping. If 
you consistently fi nd yourself 
feeling tired or not well rested 
during the day despite spending 
enough time in bed at night, you 
may have a sleep disorder. Your 
family doctor or a sleep specialist 
should be able to help you.5

Sleep Medications
Talk with your doctor
Sleeping pills should only be used 
as a last resort18 – even over-the-
counter sleep medicines. “Natural 
sleep is best. It’s physically 
restorative, and it usually provides 
enough dreaming time (REM 
sleep) to improve learning, 
memory, and mood.”19 Some 
people are turning to various 
dietary supplements (particularly, 

melatonin and valerian), but litt le 
is known about their safety or 
eff ectiveness.20 Sleep medications 
can have negative side eff ects and 
can interact with other medications 
or with existing medical 
conditions. So, it is very important 
to check with your doctor before 
taking any sleep medications.18 
Your doctor can help you 
decide if a sleep medication 
or other apparatus is right for 
you, as well as the type and 
appropriate dosage.20 

Most sleep experts agree that 
there are times when sleeping 
pills may be of help, such as 
during periods of pain or grief, 
or when sleep loss aff ects job 
performance.19 Sleeping pills, 
however, are a “temporary aid and 
shouldn’t be taken for more than a 
few days to a few weeks….When 
taken for long periods or in higher 
than normal doses, sleeping pills 
can cause serious problems that 
far outweigh their benefi ts. Among 
other side eff ects, sleeping pills 
can:

• mask the real causes of poor 
sleep, such as depression, heart 
trouble, asthma, and Parkinson's 
disease, and delay treatment of 
these disorders;

• interact with other medications 
or alcohol, oft en with serious, 
even deadly, results;

• cause next-day grogginess or 
rebound insomnia – an inability 
to sleep that’s worse than the 
original problem; or

• lead to high blood pressure, 
dizziness, weakness, nausea, 
confusion, short-term amnesia, 
and bizarre behavior that goes far 
beyond traditional sleepwalking 
to include ‘sleep binge eating,’ 

‘sleep shoplift ing,’ and ‘sleep 
driving’ – none of which the 
person remembers.”19 (See the 
FDA’s Side Eff ects of Sleep Drugs 
for more information.)

See more information about sleep 
aids and talking with your doctor 
here.

Our Need for Sleep
Improving quantity & quality
There is a lot we can do to improve 
our quantity and quality of sleep, 
but we have to commit to doing 
it. In our 24/7 society, where we 
can choose to do business or have 
entertainment all day and night 
– it can be hard to slow down 
long enough to get some sleep. 
Remember, however, that the 
compromises we make in sleep 
are also compromises that may 
lead to poor performance and 
negative health consequences – for 
ourselves and oft en for others, too, 
where safety issues are concerned. 
Take time to schedule sleep. 
Use the suggested tips for bett er 
quantity and quality of sleep that 
seem right for you. If you still can’t 
seem to get enough sleep, consult 
your doctor. You may have a sleep 
disorder or underlying medical 
condition that can be treated and 
allow you a good night’s sleep.

http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/sleep-environment-problems.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/sleep-environment-problems.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/sleep-environment-problems.pdf
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/article/hot-topics/sleeping-when-it-blistering-hot
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/sleep-environment-problems.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/reducing-sleep-anxiety.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/dietary-supplements.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/dietary-supplements.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/dietary-supplements.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/sleep-medication.pdf
http://www.fda.gov/ForConsumers/ConsumerUpdates/ucm107757.htm
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/sleep-aids.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/additional-resources.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/additional-resources.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/additional-resources.pdf
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/healthhints/2009/mar/ref.php
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Sleep Needs over the Life Cycle
Infants/Babies* 0-2 months: 10.5 – 18.5 hours

2-12 months: 14 – 15 hours

Toddlers/ Children* 12-18 months: 13 – 15 hours

18 months – 3 years: 12 – 14 hours

3-5 years: 11 – 13 hours

5-12 years: 9 – 11 hours

Adolescents 8.5 – 9.5 hours

Adults/Older Persons On average: 7 – 9 hours

*Total time includes naps

Diagram 1: Sleep Needs over the Life Cycle.

Diagram 2: Alertness over 24 Hours.

Diagram 3: States and Stages of Sleep.

Source
National Sleep Foundation 
(2008). Let sleep work for you 
[on-line]. Retrieved August 5, 
2008. From 
htt p://www.sleepfoundation.
org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/
b.2421185/k.7198/Let_Sleep_
Work_for_You.htm
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What Happens as We Sleep 
Non-rapid eye movement (NREM) & rapid eye movement (REM) sleep
(Excerpt from the National Sleep Foundation (2007). What happens when you sleep [on-line]. Retrieved August 5, 
2008. From http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2419159/k.A817/What_Happens_When_You_
Sleep.htm)

NREM – Non-Rapid Eye Movement Sleep 
(75% of night) 
As we begin to fall asleep, we enter NREM sleep, 
which is composed of stages 1-4.

Stage 1
• Between being awake and falling asleep
• Light sleep

Stage 2
• Onset of sleep
• Becoming disengaged from surroundings
• Breathing and heart rate are regular
• Body temperature drops (so sleeping in a cool 

room is helpful)

Stages 3 and 4 (also called “slow wave sleep”)
• Deepest and most restorative sleep
• Blood pressure drops
• Breathing becomes slower
• Muscles are relaxed
• Blood supply to muscles increases
• Tissue growth and repair occurs
• Energy is restored
• Hormones are released, such as: growth hormone, 

essential for growth and development, including 
muscle development.

REM – Rapid eye movement sleep
(25% of night) 
REM sleep fi rst occurs about 90 minutes aft er falling 
asleep and recurs about every 90 minutes, gett ing 
longer later in the night. REM sleep:

• provides energy to brain and body;
• supports daytime performance;
• brain is active, and dreams occur;
• eyes dart back and forth; and
• body becomes immobile and relaxed as muscles 

are turned off .

In addition, levels of the hormone cortisol dip at bed 
time and increase over the night to promote alertness 
in morning.

Source
National Sleep Foundation (2007). What happens when you sleep [on-line]. Retrieved August 5, 2008. From 
htt p://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2419159/k.A817/What_Happens_When_You_Sleep.htm.

http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2419159/k.A817/What_Happens_When_You_Sleep.htm
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2419159/k.A817/What_Happens_When_You_Sleep.htm
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Additional Resources for Help with Sleeping Problems

Information about Insomnia 
• Ask the Expert: Insomnia

• Ask the Expert: Menopause and Insomnia

• Ask the Sleep Expert: Sleep Hygiene, Insomnia, 
and Mental Health

• Ask the Sleep Expert: Stress and Insomnia

• Can’t Sleep? Learn about Insomnia

• Insomnia

• Insomnia Facts

• Insomnia: Why Can’t I Stay Asleep?

• Sleeping Smart

Information about Snoring and Sleep 
Apnea
• Breathing Disorders in Sleep 

• Sleep Apnea

• Snoring

• Snoring in Children

• Snoring…No Laughing Matt er

Information about Narcolepsy and 
Cataplexy
• Ask the Sleep Expert: Narcolepsy and Cataplexy

• Narcolepsy

Information about Movement Disorders 
and Parasomnias
• Movement Disorders and Parasomnias

• Restless Leg Syndrome

Information about Sleep Phase Syndromes
• Disturbances of Sleep Timing

Information about Underlying Medical 
Conditions
• Medical Conditions and Sleep Problems

http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2422667/k.3C35/Ask_the_Sleep_Expert_Insomnia.htm
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2422661/k.3861/Ask_the_Sleep_Expert_Menopause_and_Insomnia.htm
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2422633/k.CF2B/Ask_the_Sleep_Expert_Sleep_Hygiene_Insomnia_and_Mental_Health.htm
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2422631/k.137E/Ask_the_Sleep_Expert_Stress_and_Insomnia.htm
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2421129/k.251A/Cant_Sleep_Learn_about_Insomnia.htm
http://mayoclinic.com/health/insomnia/DS00187
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2421129/k.251A/Cant_Sleep_Learn_about_Insomnia.htm
http://mayoclinic.com/health/insomnia/AN01611
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/atf/cf/%7Bf6bf2668-a1b4-4fe8-8d1a-a5d39340d9cb%7D/STUDYHALL02.HTML
http://www.aarp.org/health/conditions/articles/harvard_70_IS1007.html#sect.7.0
http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/Health_Education_Rural_Outreach/Health_Hints/2006/may06/sleep-apnea.pdf
http://mayoclinic.com/health/snoring/DS00297
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2419305/k.F504/Snoring_in_Children.htm
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2469181/k.70F9/SnoringNo_Laughing_Matter.htm
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2422635/k.4492/Ask_the_Sleep_Expert_Narcolepsy_and_Cataplexy.htm
http://www.aarp.org/health/conditions/articles/harvard__improving-sleep-a-guide-to-a-good-night-s-rest_9.html
http://www.aarp.org/health/conditions/articles/harvard__improving-sleep-a-guide-to-a-good-night-s-rest_8.html
http://mayoclinic.com/health/restless-legs-syndrome/DS00191
http://www.aarp.org/health/conditions/articles/harvard__improving-sleep-a-guide-to-a-good-night-s-rest_10.html
http://www.aarp.org/health/conditions/articles/harvard__improving-sleep-a-guide-to-a-good-night-s-rest_5.html
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Adjusting to a New Time Zone

When traveling across time zones, adjusting your 
sleep schedule can be diffi  cult. You may fi nd yourself 
awake when everyone else is sleeping and nodding 
off  when others are awake. The good news is that you 
can adjust your biological clock gradually by about 1-
2 hours per day until you reach the needed schedule. 
If you need to be alert upon arrival, you may want to 
start adjusting gradually before your departure. Here 
are some tips for traveling across time zones.

• If you need to change your sleep schedule for work 
or travel, try using an eye mask or heavily lined 
curtains to block out light during daytime sleep as 
you adjust.

• If you’ll be moving across time zones or need to be 
alert at arrival, begin to adapt to the new time zone 
a few days before leaving. If you fi nd it diffi  cult to 
sleep, try adjusting your sleep time by 15 minutes 
per day until you are able to sleep closer to the 
appropriate time in the new zone.

• If you are traveling for just a few days, consider 
sticking with your regular sleep schedule rather 
than adjusting to the new time zone. It will allow 
you to maintain quality and quantity of sleep 
without much interruption.

Source
National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute (2006). In brief: Your guide to healthy sleep [on-line]. Retrieved 
August 6, 2008. From htt p://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/public/sleep/healthysleepfs.pdf.



March 2009 – Vol. 13, No. 3Sleep: Part 2—Your health & performance depends upon it

HealthHintsHealthHints

Educational programs of the Texas AgriLife Extension Service are open to all people without regard to race, color, sex, disability, religion, age, or national origin.

The Texas A&M University System, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the County Commissioners Courts of Texas Cooperating

Bedtime Snack Ideas

The amino acid tryptophan – available in dairy foods, 
as well as in oats, bananas, poultry, and peanuts 
– helps make us feel sleepy.1, 2 Tryptophan converts to 
melatonin and serotonin in the body, both of which 
are thought to induce sleep. It is also important to 
note that carbohydrates and proteins play a role.

Carbohydrates
“Carbohydrates make tryptophan more available to 
the brain, which is why carbohydrate-heavy meals 
can make you drowsy.”3 

Proteins
“Proteins from the food we eat are the building blocks 
of tryptophan.”3

This is why the best bedtime snack is one that 
contains both a carbohydrate and protein,3 along with 
the tryptophan-containing foods.

Bedtime Snack Ideas
• cereal (particularly, oatmeal) with milk 

• 1 tablespoon of peanut butt er on toast

• 1 ounce of cheese with crackers or an apple

• 1 slice of turkey on half of a whole wheat bagel.2, 3 

Keep these snacks small and light to avoid other 
problems. Protein-rich foods also contain tyrosine, 
which is an amino acid that stimulates the brain,2 

so too much could result in 
alerting you rather than making 
you sleepy.

Sources
1. American Medical Association (2008). Stress and sleep [on-line]. Retrieved June 19, 2008. From htt p://

medem.com/search/article_display.cfm?path=\\TANQUERAY\M_ContentItem&mstr=/M_ContentItem/
ZZZT5PYYN6E.html&soc=AMA&srch_typ=NAV_SERCH.

2. Mayo Clinic (2007). Foods that help you sleep: Does warm milk really work? [on-line]. Retrieved August 5, 
2008. From htt p://mayoclinic.com/health/foods-that-help-you-sleep/AN01582.

3. National Sleep Foundation (2007). Ingredients for slumber: How food and beverages may aff ect your sleep 
[on-line]. Retrieved August 5, 2008. From htt p://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2453615/
apps/nl/content3.asp?content_id={32BB1322-7AE9-425A-B9D9-5B43BF2FF9C9}&notoc=1.
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Sleep Environment Problems…
And solutions
Sometimes there are things in our environment that 
we cannot control, such as street lights outside of our 
window, a busy street beside our home, a snoring 
partner (check with your doctor about this issue), or 
dry winter air. Try these tips to help.

Noise
If noise is a problem, you can try ear plugs, white 
noise (e.g., the noise of a fan or playing sounds of 
waves on a CD, etc.), rugs, heavy curtains or drapes, 
double pane windows, or relaxing music. 1

Bright Lights
If light is a problem – either because your children 
need a nightlight, you have distractions of lights 
outside your home, or you do shift  work and need to 
sleep during daylight – try using an eye mask and/or 
heavily lined drapes over windows.

Dry air
If your environment is excessively dry, consider a 
humidifi er. Note: Awakening with a sore throat, 
dryness in the nose, or even a nose bleed can be signs 
of too litt le humidity in the air.1 

Source
1. National Sleep Foundation (2008). Helping yourself to a good night’s sleep (2008) [on-line]. Retrieved 

August 5, 2008. From htt p://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2421167/k.238/Helping_
Yourself_to_a_Good_Nights_Sleep.htm
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Reducing Sleep Anxiety

Sometimes the thought of not being able to sleep is 
part of the problem with sleeping. The more we think 
about trying to sleep or our inability to sleep – the 
more stressed we get. Then we’re so stressed that 
we just can’t sleep – it’s a vicious cycle. If you worry 
about the amount of sleep you’re going to get, try 
these tips:

• Remove clocks from your vision so you are not 
always watching the clock to see how long you’ve 
been awake or how soon you will have to get up. 

• Place a “worry book” next to your bed if your 
mind tends to race with worries. Jot down a brief 
note about the problem/worry, and schedule a time 
to focus on the problem and a solution the next 
day. Problems oft en seem smaller in the daylight. 
Even if they aren’t smaller, it won’t help you think 
clearly to be up all night. 

• Consult your doctor. If you consistently have 
problems with anxiety, worry, or stress that 
prevents you from gett ing sleep, talk with your 
doctor.
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Dietary Supplements as Sleep Aids?
Turning to dietary supplements has become a popular 
choice for sleep aids, but there is still a lot to be 
learned about these supplements. “Various dietary 
supplements have been touted as eff ective insomnia 
treatments, but there’s much that isn’t known about 
their eff ectiveness or safety.”1 The most widely 
publicized of these supplements may be the hormone 
melatonin and the herb valerian.1

Melatonin 
“Melatonin is thought to help control your body’s 
internal clock. The melatonin supplements most 
oft en found in health food stores and pharmacies 
are synthetic versions of the natural hormone. These 
supplements are most helpful for people experiencing 
jet lag or the eff ects of shift  work. They have less and 
inconsistent eff ects as a sleep aid. There are many 
unanswered questions about melatonin. Some people 
who’ve taken melatonin have reported: 

• daytime drowsiness, 

• headaches, and

• dizziness.

Other side eff ects reported include stomach 
discomfort, short-lasting depression symptoms, mild 
tremor, mild anxiety, irritability, and confusion. 

Melatonin may interact with a variety of common 
drugs, so talk with your doctor before trying it. The 
optimal dose isn’t certain, and the long-term eff ects 
are unknown. 

Melatonin may not be safe if you’re: 

• pregnant,

• breast-feeding, or

• younger than age 20.”1

Valerian
“Supplements made from this plant may reduce the 
amount of time it takes to fall asleep and help you 
sleep bett er. However, it’s not clear what the active 
ingredient is, and the potencies of various ingredients 
vary from preparation to preparation. Not all studies 
have shown the compound to be eff ective, and there 
may be some dangers. 

Side eff ects may include: 

• headache,

• excitability or uneasiness, and

• heart disturbances.

Valerian may not be safe if you’re pregnant or breast-
feeding. Valerian may strongly react with other sleep 
aids and with alcohol, and it may react with other 
medications, as well. The optimal dose isn’t certain, 
and the long-term eff ects are unknown. Talk to your 
doctor before taking valerian.“1

For more information on sleep aids, see the following 
resources:

• Melatonin Side Eff ects: What Are the Risks?

• OTC Sleep Aids and Supplements: What’s Best and 
Safe? 

Source
1. Mayo Clinic 

(2007). OTC 
sleep aids and 
supplements: 
What’s best and 
safe? [on-line]. 
Retrieved August 
5, 2008. From  
htt p://mayoclinic.
com/health/sleep-
aids/SL00016

http://mayoclinic.com/health/melatonin-side-effects/AN01717
http://mayoclinic.com/health/sleep-aids/SL00016
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Deciding if Sleep Medication or Sleep Equipment 
Is Right for You
Sleep medication and sleep equipment can be 
appropriate and necessary choices. Talk with your 
doctor about your sleep problems. 

If you are considering medication, talk with your 
doctor (even if it is an over-the-counter choice). 
Discuss the drug’s half life and toxicity. You will want 
to use the lowest dosage possible to bring about relief. 
Ask about the drug’s half-life – this 
is the time it takes the drug to be 
cleared from the body.1 You don’t 
want to be left  with “next-day” 
grogginess.2 Talk with your doctor 
about any and all side eff ects 
that the medication may cause. If 
you experience side eff ects that 
concern you, talk with your doctor 
about other possible medication 
choices or therapies.

If you have a condition like sleep apnea, you may 
need sleep supplies other than medication, such as 
a continuous positive airway pressure (CPAP) machine, 
which blows air at a prescribed pressure to help you 
breathe. Your doctor can prescribe this device or 
other needed supplies that may help with your sleep 
problem. 

If you have already been using 
sleep supplies or taking sleeping 
pills, it is important to talk with 
your doctor about this choice and 
the length of time to continue. It is 
also important to know how to stop 
taking your medication when you’re 
ready – most medications should 
only be taken for a short time, and 
some medications should be stopped 
gradually.

Source
1. U.S. Food and Drug Administration (1998). Tossing and turning no more: How to get a good night’s sleep 

[on-line]. Retrieved August 5, 2008. From htt p://www.fda.gov/fdac/features/1998/498_sleep.html.

2. Mayo Clinic (2006). Insomnia treatment: Cognitive behavioral therapy instead of sleeping pills [on-line]. 
Retrieved August 5, 2008. From htt p://mayoclinic.com/health/insomnia-treatment/SL00013.
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Sleep Aids & Talking with Your Doctor

Need more information about sleep aids and 
supplements? See the following resources:

• Melatonin Side Eff ects: What Are the Risks?

• OTC Sleep Aids and Supplements: What’s Best and 
Safe?

• Prescription Sleeping Pills: What’s Right for You?

• Sleep Aids: Can Antihistamines Help Me Sleep? 

If you have questions about talking to your doctor, 
consider these resources:

• Do I Really Need to Talk with My Doctor about My 
Sleep Problems?

• Sleep Talk with Your Doctor

• Evaluation of Sleep Disturbances

http://mayoclinic.com/health/melatonin-side-effects/AN01717
http://mayoclinic.com/health/sleep-aids/SL00016
http://mayoclinic.com/health/sleeping-pills/SL00010
http://mayoclinic.com/health/sleep-aids/AN01820
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2421139/k.C631/Do_I_Really_Need_to_Talk_to_My_Doctor_About_My_Sleep_Problems.htm
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/site/c.huIXKjM0IxF/b.2421173/k.A325/Sleep_Talk_With_Your_Doctor.htm
http://www.aarp.org/health/conditions/articles/harvard__improving-sleep-a-guide-to-a-good-night-s-rest_11.html

