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How to Get a Good Night’s Sleep
There are two types of insomnia: primary insomnia and secondary insomnia. In primary insomnia a person has sleep problems that are not directly associated with any other health condition or problem. A person with secondary insomnia has sleep problems as a consequence of something else, such as a health condition (asthma, depression, arthritis, cancer, heartburn, chronic pain); the medication they are taking (medications to treat cold, allergy, depression, elevated blood pressure, or asthma); physical factors (pain, headaches, and hot flashes); or a substance they are using, such as alcohol. If you have secondary insomnia, check with your physician as to whether there may be a medical solution for your insomnia.
An insufficient amount of quality sleep may produce serious short-term and long-term consequences. Reducing sleep by as little as 1½ hours for just one night reduces daytime alertness by about 1/3. Excessive daytime sleepiness impairs memory and the ability to think and process information, and carries a substantially increased risk of sustaining an occupational injury. Long-term sleep deprivation has also been implicated in such conditions as high blood pressure, heart attack, and stroke; and chronic lack of adequate sleep has been associated with a shortened lifespan. 
The following are suggestions to help you sleep better:

Personal Lifestyle

Go to sleep and wake up at consistent times.  This helps your body become accustomed to falling asleep at a certain time.

Avoid napping during the day.  If you must do so, make sure that you limit the nap to 30-45 minutes and that your nap occurs earlier in the day.  Do not nap after 5:00 P.M., as this can decrease your ability to sleep at your desired hour later in the night.  

Do not drink alcohol four to six hours before sleep.  While alcohol does have an immediate sleep-inducing effect, the drop in blood alcohol levels will wake you up a few hours later.

Avoid caffeine four to six hours before bedtime.  Caffeine is present not only in tea and coffee, but it can also be found in sodas, energy drinks, chocolate, and certain over-the-counter medications. Consuming more than 250 milligrams of caffeine per day may interfere with obtaining deep sleep.  Check out this website to determine how much caffeine you are consuming per day: http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/caffeine/AN01211  
Try not to eat heavy, spicy, or sugary foods four to six hours before bedtime, as these foods can impact your ability to remain asleep. Conversely, do not go to sleep hungry.
Before going to sleep, do not drink so much that you will wake up needing to use the bathroom; on the other hand, do not go to bed thirsty.
Exercise on a regular basis, but do not exercise vigorously two hours before going to sleep, as this may impact your ability to fall asleep.

Environment

Keep your room well-ventilated and at the proper temperature (usually between 60 and 70 degrees).  A room that is too cold or too hot can keep you awake.  
Limit ambient noise and block as much light out of the room as possible.  You can reduce unmanageable noises through utilizing ear plugs or a white noise machine.
Limit bed activities to sleep and sex so your body can associate your bed with the act of sleeping.

Make sure you are sleeping on a comfortable mattress. Some solutions for uncomfortable mattresses: sliding a board underneath your mattress, utilizing a foam pad, or even purchasing a new mattress.
If a pet regularly wakes you during the night, you may want to consider keeping it out of your bedroom.

If your partner snores or is too active in bed, consider separate beds or sleeping at a mutually acceptable distance.
You might want to turn your clock’s face away from you: staring at a clock in your bedroom, either when you are trying to fall asleep or when you wake in the middle of the night, can actually increase stress, making it harder to fall asleep. 

Sleep Preparation
In the hour or two before you go to sleep, engage in activities that will wind you down.  Avoid participating in energetic physical, mental or emotional activities. A hot shower or bath, progressive muscle relaxation exercises, and guided visualizations can be beneficial towards guiding your body towards sleep. (See “Relaxation Techniques”).  

Watching television just before going to sleep is a bad idea, due to the fact that it can be a stimulating medium.  Some people find that having the radio on helps them to fall asleep; this is a better idea than having the television on, as it is a less-engaging presence than TV.
Too much exposure to blue light prior to bedtime may make falling asleep a challenge. Avoid using your computer, iPad, iPod, and other devices that emit blue light from their screens two to three hours prior to bedtime.  Because blue light is dominant in daylight, our bodies associate it with daytime and wakefulness.  Exposure to blue light also has been shown to suppress melatonin, a hormone that helps regulate sleep. You can get around the blue light problem by downloading a program called f.lux at http://stereopsis.com/flux/.  This free program makes the color of your electronic device’s display adapt to the time of day (warm at night, like sunlight during the day), thus reducing the stimulating effects of the device’s blue light at night. 

Some individuals find that herbal remedies help their sleep.  Such examples include GABA 200-500mg; melatonin; and herbal tinctures of passionflower, skullcap, or hops.  As is true with any drug, herb, or supplement, consult your physician to make certain that what you are taking is safe for you. This is particularly important if you are taking other prescription medications. If your insomnia is due to pain, an analgesic will be more effective than a sleeping pill.
Don’t force yourself to sleep.  If you are not asleep after 20 to 30 minutes, leave your bed and do some type of activity that is relaxing for you.  Some examples: listening to a relaxation tape, having a cup of herbal tea such as chamomile or “Sleepytime”.  Do not return to bed until you are sleepy.

If all else fails, and you have a sleepless night, don’t add additional stress by worrying about it. The bottom line here is the less you fight, resist, or fear your insomnia, the greater possibility that it will resolve.  

