
Sleep Hygiene 

Sleep problems are thought to be caused by troubles in the sleep-wake cycle. These problems are usually com-
plicated by the challenges we all have in developing new habits and conditioning ourselves for optimal sleep. If 
you have problems sleeping, consider these techniques:  

1. Train your body. Do you have a schedule for when you go to sleep and when you wake up every day? 
You can train your body to go to sleep and wake up at certain times which promotes better sleep.  

2. Avoid daytime napping. This can disturb the normal sleep-wake pattern. If you find that napping 
does help you, nap 8 hours after you wake and/or 8 hours before you go to sleep at night.  

3. Establish pre-sleep rituals. Repeating soothing activities before bed, like reading or taking a bath, 
can aid in good sleep.  

4. Drop the blue light. Our brain reacts to the blue wavelength in daylight by telling our body to stay 
awake. Conversely, at dusk, when light becomes more orange, our brain secretes melatonin to signal 
sleep time. Because most TV and computer screens emit a lot of blue light, they delay those brain sig-
nals. Wear filtering glasses when you watch TV, or use an app that will diminish blue wavelengths on 
your computer or device. Incandescent light, or LED lighting with warmer tones are preferable to fluo-
rescent tubes. TV is also an absorbing form of entertainment, watching it is not supportive of good 
sleep.  

5. Use relaxation techniques. Utilizing diaphragmatic breathing, progressive muscle relaxation or yo-
ga in your pre-sleep ritual helps reduce muscle tension and decrease anxiety.  

6. Exercise intelligently. If you exercise strenuously 2 hours before bed, you may make it more difficult 
to fall asleep. Afternoon exercise, however, may help you deepen regular night sleep.  

7. Avoid problematic substances. 4-5 hours before sleeping. 

a. Alcohol. While some people believe it can help you sleep, a few hours after drinking alcoholic 
beverages blood alcohol levels drop resulting in a stimulant effect.  

b. Caffeine. Not only does this include beverages like coffee and tea but also chocolate.  
c. Nicotine.  

8. Environment matters. A cool bedroom can contribute to better sleep. Lowered body temperature 
signals to the brain that it is time for sleep. Recommended room temperature is 68º, or less if you use 
heavy bed covers. A sleeping space that is too hot or too cold can make sleeping more challenging. Block 
out as much noise and light from your sleeping space as possible and invest in comfortable bedding.  

9. Associate your bed with sleep and sex only. Using your bed as a workroom or office is not con-
ducive to developing healthy sleep habits that lead to optimal sleep.  

10. Go with the flow. For the same reason as #9 above, if you can’t go to sleep initially or awaken in the 
middle of the night and can’t go to sleep within 15 to 30 minutes, get out of bed, leave the bedroom and 
engage in another activity, like reading, until you feel sleepy. This will avoid your brain making an asso-
ciation between the bed and staying awake at night. However, when you get up, it is not a good idea to 
watch TV or perform demanding tasks like housework or work for your job at this time.  

Finally, a racing mind and spontaneous awakenings in the middle of the night with worries of the past day or 
the next are often due to anxious tendencies. Take care of your mental health for better sleep hygiene, by ad-
dressing the stress-producing factors in your life. 

There may be times when you have followed all 10 steps above to the letter, yet, you wake up in the wee hours 
and you find yourself rehashing the past day or rehearsing the day ahead. The recommendations on the next 
page are just for you. 



Having a Hard Time Sleeping? Do Nothing! (adapted from Steven C. Hayes, PhD) 
Controlling Sleep Doesn’t Work Very Well. One reason the natural things we do to solve sleep problems aren’t 
very effective is that they invite you to do too much, precisely when you need to do nothing. What does that 
mean? Think about it this way… Your body knows how to sleep. It should be darn good at it too… Mil-
lions of years of evolution tends to work out the kinks. Get out of your own way, do nothing to wake yourself up, 
and voila: you sleep. But your logical problem-solving mind is only a few hundred thousand years old. We know 
that because our closest relatives don’t have symbolic language—the core element of our thinking processes. 
Your mind sure knows how to problem solve… but it is not very good at sleep because it is not very 
good at doing nothing. 
The problem with most existing psychological sleep interventions is that they, too, invite you to do too much. 
Let me ask you this: If you are half asleep and you start trying to solve a problem, any problem, what happens? 
That’s right. You wake up! Solving a problem is the brain equivalent of sprinting around the block. Hardly like-
ly to encourage snoozing. 

So, what is the first thing you do when you wake up in the night and start to worry? You try to put the worries 
out of your mind or you try to convince yourself things aren’t as bad as all that. You treat your thoughts as prob-
lems to be solved. The problem: all that mental stuff is waking you up! 

The alternative: psychologically flexibility. 

Basically, that means allowing thoughts and feelings to show up, then gently attending to what helps move you 
in the direction you value. In the case of sleep that means noticing the temptation to problem-solve (e.g., to push 
away worries and anxieties), and instead to do nothing. Your body know how to sleep. Your mind? Not so 
much. Studies have shown that psychological inflexibility is a key player in sleep problems, and that training 
people to be more psychologically flexible helps reduce insomnia in those who have chronic pain and chronic 
fatigue. So, if you’re an insomniac, what’s the bottom line for you? 

Accept Your Experiences 
Let’s face it. Suppressing your night time thoughts and feelings or struggling to go back to sleep just doesn’t 
work that well. You probably already know this. If you have sleep problems, I’m sure you’ve tried it. Has it 
worked for you? Try becoming more psychologically flexible instead. Here are three techniques you can exper-
iment with: 

1. If you can’t sleep, rest. In many cases, it’s the focus on trying to sleep itself that keeps you from get-
ting to sleep. By allowing yourself to simply rest and respectfully declining your mind’s invitation to 
problem solve, you are more likely to get to sleep more easily or fall back to sleep after you wake up. 

2. Just noticing. Worry keeping you awake? Instead of ruminating on it, just notice it. When worries arise 
imagine they are words written on leaves that are floating down the river. They come in, they go out. 
Notice them dispassionately. That is all. Add or subtract nothing. 

3. Accept your thoughts and feelings about insomnia. I don’t mean resign yourself to insomnia. I 
mean to be present with your reactions without grabbing at them or manipulating them. Instead of re-
jecting these reactions, just hold them the way you would a child. Then let your body do what it knows 
how to do. 

These techniques are counterintuitive. That’s true. But what have you got to lose? Maybe some useless problem-
solving time? The next time you are trying to get to sleep here is a better idea. Get in bed, close your eyes, and 
do nothing at all. 

 

 

 

Source: http://www.stevenchayes.com/having-a-hard-time-sleeping-do-nothing 


