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Introduction  
 
Sleep is something we all need, but many of us don’t get enough of it. We all struggle some of the 
time with falling asleep, staying asleep, or having early morning awakenings where we can’t get back 
to sleep. Most of us can manage the odd ‘bad’ night of sleep – but when sleepless nights become the 
norm rather than the exception, it’s important to start to become diligent about implementing good 
sleep hygiene principles. Our team here at Dr. Joti Samra, R.Psych & Associates and 
MyWorkplaceHealth have created sleep resources that include tips on how to engage in good sleep 
hygiene. 
 
Before we get into tips about improving our sleep, there are a few things we should discuss first. 
Before we can more effectively manage our sleep we need to determine the root causes of our sleep 
challenges. It also helps to have an understanding of our sleep cycle and common sleep disorders.  
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Discovering the root cause of sleep difficulties 

Sleep plays a vital role in our health. We need it to survive – the same way we need water, oxygen, 
and food. Yet, about one-third of us struggle with chronic sleep difficulties. Our fast-paced lives create 
a lot of stress and worry that has the potential to negatively impact our sleep. But, before we are able 
to make changes in our lives to improve our sleep, it’s first important to determine the potential root 
causes of sleep difficulties. 

How to discover the cause of sleep problems  

 
1. Consider if there are any underlying health conditions or medication side effects that could 

be impacting sleep.  
○ It may be helpful to speak to your doctor about these possibilities, as well as about the 

possibility of sleep conditions like insomnia, restless leg syndrome or sleep apnea. 
Learn more about these sleep conditions. 

2. Pay attention to your worry or rumination behaviour before bed.  
○ A certain amount of stress and anxiety is a normal part of life, but this is also one of the 

strongest factors that influence our sleep.  
○ Consider keeping a worry log or seeing a registered mental health professional for 

cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). CBT is one of the most effective treatment 
approaches.  

○ Read more about managing the effects of anxiety and worry on sleep on page 18. 
3. Getting out of bed when you are having trouble sleeping.  

○ It may seem counterproductive but it’s important to ensure your bed remains a place 
where only sleep and sex happen. If anxious thoughts consistently occur when your 
head hits the pillow – over time, your bed and bedroom become associated with 
worrying. This means simply getting into bed can serve as a stimulus for anxious 
thoughts to begin. You want to break this cycle by getting out of bed if you can’t fall 
asleep within 15-20 minutes. 

4. Keep a sleep diary.  
○ If you’re having trouble identifying the root of your sleep problems, keep a sleep diary 

for one to two weeks.  
○ Here’s how: Track your diet, work, and leisure activities, and your levels of stress as 

well as your sleep/wake times. This can help identify patterns and factors that are 
affecting sleep that you may not otherwise be aware of. (Read more about keeping an 
effective sleep diary on page 5). 

 
Once you’ve discovered the potential causes of your sleep difficulties, you’ll have a much easier time 
determining the best course of action to improve your sleep. 
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Keeping an Effective Sleep Diary 

 
One of the best ways to determine the causes of your sleep difficulties is by keeping a 
sleep diary. A sleep diary can be a helpful tool in the process of getting better sleep. It 
allows you to learn about your sleep patterns and habits, keep you proactive about your 
sleep, as well as potentially help your health care professional diagnose and treat any 
sleep disorders. It also provides a unique opportunity to track your sleep treatment and 
improvements over time. So, how do you keep an effective sleep diary? 

How to Keep a Sleep Diary 

The sleep diary should be filled out every morning, within approximately an hour of waking, 
based on the previous night’s sleep. Setting a reminder on your phone can help – and 
keep the recording simple, such as keeping a notes file on your smartphone. It’s okay if 
you miss a day but try to be as consistent as possible.  
 
If there’s anything irregular that might affect your sleep – like illness or an emergency, just 
add a note to that day.  
 
When recording information in the diary an approximation is okay. Don’t worry too much 
about getting every detail exactly right – for example, don’t clock-watch while you’re in bed. 
Excessive worry can have a negative impact on our sleep.  

What should be recorded in the diary? 

There are some things you should regularly record for the most effective sleep diary: 

1. What time you got into bed and what time you tried to fall asleep.  
2. How long it took you to fall asleep and many times you woke up, as well as how 

long these awakenings lasted in total.  
3. What time your final awakening was, and what time you got out of bed for the 

day.  
4. The overall quality of your sleep.  
5. Any medication you took as well as the dosage. 
6. Add any comments that you’d like to add that were relevant to your sleep that 

night – for example, if a false fire alarm in your apartment building woke you up. 
 
Keep it as simple as possible! 
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An effective sleep diary shouldn’t be a make-work project; since our lives are busy, we 
should do everything we can to make recording these details as easy as possible. There 
are many templates you can easily find online via a quick google search of ‘sleep diary’. 
You can also keep notes on your smartphone as an alternative. One way to make the 
recording as easy as possible is to have these categories laid out ahead of time so all you 
have to do is fill in the details.  

 

Understanding our Sleep Cycle: REM and non-REM Sleep  

 
Sleep is a core physiological function that impacts many other important areas of 
functioning (e.g., energy, mood, appetite, motivation, concentration, efficiency).  The 
average adult needs 6-9 hours of sleep. Consistently getting less than 6 hours per night 
leads to a range of health consequences, and consistently getting more than 9 hours leads 
to excessive lethargy and fatigue. Unfortunately, many of us struggle with mild to chronic 
sleep difficulties that impact our daily lives. Understanding our sleep cycle gives us insight 
into how our sleep patterns work and can help us identify the reasons why our sleep may 
be disturbed.  

Types of Sleep 

We have 2 main types of sleep: non-REM and REM sleep.  

1. non-REM sleep is characterized by 3 stages of sleep that progressively deepen 
from light sleep, to restful sleep, to deep sleep.  

2. REM (rapid eye movement) sleep is characterized by dreaming and is the state 
in which restoration of our brain and body functions occurs, including energy 
conservation and memory consolidation. 

 
Sleep Cycles  

We cycle through Stages 1, 2, 3, and REM throughout the night. Each cycle takes 
approximately 90 minutes and repeats. Also, as the night progresses we increasingly 
spend a longer period of time in REM (which leads to sleeping becoming more 
“restorative”, or restful the longer we sleep).  So, let’s talk about each stage individually.  

Stage One we’re in transition between being awake and asleep. This is a state of very light 
sleep, and when we are awakened in stage 1 we may claim or feel we weren’t sleeping.  

Stage Two is a light stage of sleep. It’s characterized by the slowing down of brain waves.  
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Stage Three is a stage of deep sleep – when we are woken from this stage, we’re often 
confused and disoriented. This is the stage during which bedwetting, sleepwalking or night 
terrors are experienced. 

Stage Four or REM stage is the last stage in the cycle. In this stage, the eyes usually 
move fast in different directions and breathing patterns become irregular. Our limbs may 
also become paralyzed though the feeling is temporary. People who are awoken from this 
stage may have bizarre tales or wild dreams.  

Once we leave REM sleep we start the cycle over again.  

Changes in our Sleep Cycle  

Sleep patterns are impacted by a range of factors, including stress levels, low mood and 
depression, worry, physical health conditions, medications, and worry about sleep.  

Alcohol and many prescription drugs can help facilitate Stage 1 and 2 of sleep, but often 
have detrimental impacts on our more restorative Stage 3 and REM sleep. Have you 
thought about taking sleep medication to improve sleep challenges? Read information 
Taking Medications for Sleep first and consider other methods to improve sleep (pg. 13). 

 

4 Common Sleep Disorders  

Sleep is a core physiological function that impacts many other important areas of functioning. As we 
know, consistently getting less than 6 hours leads to a range of health consequences, and 
consistently getting more than 9 hours leads to excessive lethargy and fatigue. So, it’s important to 
take steps to effectively manage sleep challenges, particularly when a sleep disorder may be the 
cause. It’s important to understand what type of sleep condition we’re dealing with, as effective 
approaches to managing sleep will vary and some sleep disorders can have a significant impact on a 
persons well-being. There are a number of common sleep disorders  – the ones we are going to be 
discussing are, insomnia, restless leg syndrome, sleep apnea and narcolepsy.  
 
Insomnia  
 
Insomnia is the most common sleep disorder – it’s characterized by difficulty falling asleep, staying 
asleep and/or early morning awakenings. Therefore, individuals with insomnia feel unrefreshed upon 
awakening and feel fatigued during the day. Insomnia can be acute or chronic.  
 
How to Manage Insomnia (Acute) 
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Insomnia can be acute – meaning it’s short term, typically tied to a short-term life situation or 
circumstance, and sleep generally improves when the stressor has resolved. Acute insomnia can 
often be effectively managed by implementing good sleep hygiene principles.  
 
How to Manage Insomnia (Chronic) 
 
Insomnia can also be chronic – lasting a few weeks or even a few months. The most effective 
treatment for chronic insomnia is cognitive behavioural therapy (or CBT) – which focuses on targeting 
thoughts and worries about sleep as well as treating other anxiety or mood issues that may be 
contributing. CBT is delivered by psychologists and clinical counsellors.  
If you’re dealing with chronic insomnia, it’s always wise to see a family physician to rule out any 
physiological contributors. However, keep in mind that sleep medications, while effective in the 
short-term, often make chronic sleep problems worse in the long-term – and CBT and sleep hygiene 
is the best-recommended approach. 
 
Restless Leg Syndrome 
 
Restless leg syndrome is a sensory disorder characterized by an irresistible urge to move one’s legs 
(and sometimes arms). This is due to uncomfortable, tingling, or creeping sensations. The sensations 
are usually worse at rest, especially when lying or sitting, as well as at night which is why it can cause 
significant sleep disruptions.  
Effective treatments, which should always be discussed with a family doctor include: 

● Reduction or elimination of caffeine, nicotine, and alcohol;  
● Supplementation of Iron, folic acid, magnesium and/or calcium; 
● Exercise and stretching; and, 
● Warm baths or cold compresses.  

Sleep Apnea  
 
Sleep apnea is a common but underdiagnosed and possibly life-threatening sleep disorder. It 
primarily impacts men who are overweight, have a thick neck girth, and are heavy snorers.  
The primary feature of obstructive sleep apnea is a partial blockage of airways causing abnormal 
breathing patterns and sleep disruptions (specifically repeatedly stopping breathing in the night).  
Treatment includes: 

● Weight loss;  
● Minimization of alcohol; and  
● Treatment by a CPAP or BiPAP machine which provides positive airway pressure during 

sleep. 

Narcolepsy  

 
www.DrJotiSamra.com www.MyWorkplaceHealth.com        © Dr. Joti Samra, R. Psych. All Rights Reserved Pg 8 

 

http://www.myworkplacehealth.com/sleep-hygiene-improving-sleep-hygiene-to-get-better-sleep
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CIOhCas5KUc
https://drjotisamra.com/blog/10-tips-for-a-better-sleep/
http://www.drjotisamra.com/
http://www.myworkplacehealth.com/


 
 
Narcolepsy is a more rare sleep disorder characterized by frequent periods of sleepiness (both 
gradual and sudden sleep attacks), sometimes associated with cataplexy (or muscle weakness). 
These sleep attacks can occur at any time throughout the day and during any type of activity.  
Treatment includes stimulant pharmacotherapy and stress management. Lifestyle adjustments such 
as avoiding caffeine, alcohol, and nicotine, regulating sleep schedules including scheduled daytime 
naps (typically 10-15 minutes in length), and establishing a regular exercise and meal schedule may 
also help to reduce symptoms. 
 
If you think you may have one of these common sleep disorders speak to a health professional about 
getting an official diagnosis and making an effective treatment plan. 
 

 

The Effects of Chronic Sleep Deprivation: Why We Shouldn’t Run a 
Sleep Debt 

 
Most of us have probably heard the saying, “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.” This phrase is typically used by 
those who are living busy lives and are proud of themselves for continuing to hustle. They often 
prioritize getting ahead in life over the detrimental effects of lack of sleep. Sometimes this phrase is 
turned into a word of advice, “You can sleep when you’re dead” – but this type of advice could 
actually be deadly. Here we are going to discuss the effects of chronic sleep deprivation. 
 
Many of us think we can get away with less and less sleep – and we certainly can, for a few days or 
even a few weeks. However, when we go extended periods without catching up on our sleep, there’s 
a detrimental impact on our physical and emotional health.  
 
Sleep is an essential part of our ability to function. During sleep, our body physiologically heals itself 
and restores its chemical and hormonal balance. Our brain forges new connections and this helps 
with memory retention. Sleep isn’t a luxury and each time we don’t get enough sleep we are racking 
up our sleep debt. 

What is sleep debt? 

Sleep debt, or chronically running a sleep deficit, is the cumulative effect of not getting enough sleep.  
 
People often use the phrase sleep debt to make a comparison to banking. When we don’t get enough 
sleep, our sleep account becomes overdrawn and we’re required to attempt to make it up. The more 
sleep debt we accumulate, the more challenging it becomes to repay.  
According to one study, it can take four days to fully recover from one hour of lost sleep. 
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Making up sleep debt 

Unfortunately, even though we often refer to it as sleep debt, sleep doesn’t actually work as a bank 
does. We aren’t able to store up sleep surplus in anticipation of getting less sleep, and we are unable 
to make up sleep debt indefinitely.  

How to Manage Sleep Debt 

So, what’s the best way of managing sleep debt? 
 
When it comes to our health, prevention is always the best method. So, we should all be aiming for 6 
to 9 hours of sleep a night – most nights. We can achieve this by engaging in good sleep hygiene and 
having a consistent sleep routine. If we’re getting a less-than-ideal number of hours of sleep, we 
generally shouldn’t go more than a few days without allowing ourselves to ‘catch-up’.  
What does catching up look like? We allow ourselves a night or two to sleep as much as we need – 
which should be achieved by getting into bed earlier than usual (rather than excessively sleeping in). 
 
One of the important aspects of sleep hygiene is having a consistent sleep schedule in terms of wake 
and bedtime – and yes, even on the weekends. If we consistently wrack up a small sleep debt over 
the week and attempt to repay it over the weekend it affects our sleep rhythm. For example, if we 
work Monday to Friday, and sleep in on Saturday and Sunday – this makes it more challenging to go 
to bed at the appropriate time Sunday. It will also likely affect how we feel when we wake up Monday 
– and this can lead to a snowball effect in terms of negatively impacting our sleep cycle.  
 
The variability in sleep and wake times is less concerning if you aren’t encountering any sleep 
problems. But, if insomnia or other sleep conditions are at play – being super rigid with a sleep 
schedule is critical as sleep cycle changes can worsen issues. 
 

 

Taking Medications for Sleep – Do They Work? 
 

Do you struggle with sleep difficulties? Too much on your mind or too much on the go? This is a 
common problem in the fast-paced world we are living in. Many people are plagued with stress and 
worry thoughts that make it difficult to fall asleep. Have you used or considered using sleep 
medication to help you sleep? Many of us have because it seems like a simple and easy solution to 
our challenges. But are medications for sleep really a good solution? 

Should you take sleeping pills? 
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Sleep medication, both prescription and non-prescription, should only be used in conjunction with 
making lifestyle changes and should only be used intermittently, for a short duration of approximately 
5-10 days. 
 
More extended use leads to drug tolerance, dependence, withdrawal effects, side effects, and 
rebound insomnia (where sleep problems after medication cessation become worse than they were 
prior to taking medications).  
 
When taking sleep medications, it’s important to note that you should never mix them with alcohol, 
and you should always ensure you have allowed for at least 7-8 hours to sleep after taking 
medication, as it can affect your ability to function the next day. 

What about melatonin?  

I’m sure you’re thinking ‘what about melatonin? It is natural isn’t it?’ Yes, melatonin is the key 
hormone that increases sleepiness. About 50% of people with sleep problems can benefit from up to 
3mg of melatonin, taken 0.5 to 1.0 hours before bedtime.  
 
But, just because melatonin is a natural hormone doesn’t mean it should be used regularly. Melatonin 
can cause some side effects including: 

● headache 
● short-term feelings of depression 
● daytime sleepiness 
● dizziness 
● stomach cramps 
● irritability 

 
Melatonin can also interact with other medications. So, the answer to the question should you take 
sleeping pills? It should also be used sparingly and in conjunction with lifestyle changes, good sleep 
hygiene, and CBT. 
Cognitive-behavioural treatment (CBT) is the most effective treatment for sleep problems, as well as 
associated mood and worry or anxiety issues, all of which commonly impact our ability to sleep. It 
may also be helpful to talk to your family physician to ensure there are no other underlying issues that 
may be impacting your sleep.  

 
 

Managing Sleep Challenges - Tips to Get Better Sleep More Often  
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Once you’ve kept your sleep diary for a few weeks and have determined if you have a sleep disorder 
or where the root causes of your sleep challenges lie you can start to take steps toward better 
managing your sleep.  
 
Basic sleep hygiene principles are often a good place to start as there are often many things we are 
doing that are counteractive to getting good sleep and we aren’t aware of it.  
 
10 ways to improve your sleep hygiene 

Once you have investigated the potential causes of your sleep challenges, it’s time to 
implement good sleep hygiene principles. Here are 10 tips to help you sleep better, more 
often. 
 

1. Have a consistent, fixed wake-up time – even on weekends – to build a 
steady sleep pattern. 

2. Expose yourself to natural outside light upon waking: open your blinds and 
have your morning cup of coffee or tea while gazing out the window! 

3. Do not nap! Naps interfere with the restorative value of sleep later at night. If 
you’re tired,  the best strategy is to get into bed earlier that evening. 

4. Do not have caffeine after noon! The half-life of caffeine is five hours – which 
means that five hours after having caffeine, 50 per cent is still left in your body; 
it takes another five hours for the caffeine to be reduced in half again to 25 per 
cent, and so on. So, by 10 pm, 25% of the caffeine from your 12 pm coffee will 
still be in your body.  

5. Don’t do intensive exercise 2-3 hours before bedtime. Exercise gets us 
physiologically aroused and activated, and this is incompatible with sleep.  

6. Reduce or eliminate alcohol use. Even one drink interferes with sleep quality 
and makes sleep less restorative. 

7. Create a relaxing bedtime routine. This can include drinking decaffeinated 
tea, warm milk or having a warm bath. Make a clear distinction between 
daytime (alert) activities and bedtime (relaxing) ones. 

8. Make your bedroom environment comfortable and conducive to sleep. Get 
comfortable pillows and bedding, darken the room, and keep the temperature 
moderate. 

9. Restrict your bed for two activities: sleep and sex. Do not watch TV, eat, 
talk on the phone, argue or use your computer while in bed. 

10. If you can’t fall asleep within 15-20 minutes, get out of bed and don’t go 
back to bed until you are sleepy – not just tired. 

 
 

 

 
www.DrJotiSamra.com www.MyWorkplaceHealth.com        © Dr. Joti Samra, R. Psych. All Rights Reserved Pg 12 

 

http://www.drjotisamra.com/
http://www.myworkplacehealth.com/


 

 
Getting a Good Night’s Sleep Without Medication: 5 Tips for Shift 

Workers 
 

Disturbed sleep is the most commonly reported health side effect of shift work. One-third of working 
adults struggle with ongoing, chronic sleep difficulties – and the proportion is even higher among shift 
workers. 
 
Shift workers are the highest risk population for sleep problems given that they are operating against 
environmental clues that reset our internal biological clocks on a daily basis (e.g., light, meal times). 
As such, it is particularly important for shift workers to pay attention to strategies and tips that can 
help them improve their sleep. Sleep is a core physiological function and impacts so many important 
areas of our life: our energy, appetite, motivation, attention/concentration, how efficient we are at 
work, and even our mood – and the stakes are high if we leave chronic sleep issues unaddressed. 

Can medications help? 

Many people struggling with disrupted and irregular sleep choose to take sleeping medications as an 
‘easy solution’. The class of prescription medications that assist with sleep can be very luring, yet are 
highly addictive, and people often quickly develop tolerance toward them (requiring higher amounts of 
the medication to achieve beneficial results). Many individuals will also experience rebound insomnia, 
where sleep problems after medication cessation become worse than they were prior to starting the 
medications. Importantly, most sleep aids should only be taken for short windows of time such as five 
to 10 days. 

Improving sleep without medications 

So, what are the best strategies to improve sleep without medication? 

1. Given the importance of light in impacting our sleep/wake cycle, it is important to 
decrease exposure to light when shifts are complete and it is time to sleep (e.g., wear 
sunglasses when heading home from work, have black-out blinds in your bedroom), 
and increase light when it is time to work and be alert (e.g., 15 to 20 minutes exposure 
to a lightbox can be of benefit). 

2. Develop a pre-bedtime ritual (e.g., read the paper, take a warm bath). Chose 
something to help unwind from the shift. 

3. Restrict the bedroom environment for sleeping only. Do not watch TV or read in bed. 
4. Schedule short naps (30 to 45 minutes maximum) before evening shifts to increase 

alertness. If possible, see if your workplace will allow you to build in scheduled naps 
(many employers are increasingly recognizing the importance of this). 

5. When it comes to shift work it may also be possible to have a discussion with your 
manager about the frequency of shift rotations. Having less frequent shift rotations 

 
www.DrJotiSamra.com www.MyWorkplaceHealth.com        © Dr. Joti Samra, R. Psych. All Rights Reserved Pg 13 

 

http://www.drjotisamra.com/
http://www.myworkplacehealth.com/


 
(e.g., work a shift for two weeks rather than rotating to a different schedule every 
couple of days). This allows the body to gain some consistency in sleep patterns. And, 
if possible, see if shifts can be sequenced in a clockwise fashion (e.g., day – evening – 
night) as this facilitates a more normal sleep pattern. 

 
Behavioural strategies do work, but the key is this: You need to implement these strategies for 
several weeks or longer to experience the beneficial results. So don’t give up, and good luck! 

 
 

Tips to Maximize your Sleep Environment  
 

One important part of sleep hygiene is your sleep environment. We spend (or should spend!) 
approximately one-third of our lives sleeping, so it makes sense that the environment is important. 
But, making sure our bedrooms are comfortable and conducive to sleep is an important part of sleep 
hygiene that’s easily overlooked. So, how can we maximize our bedrooms for sleep? 
 
How to Maximize our Bedroom for Sleep 
 
The first, and perhaps most important, aspect of maximizing our sleep environment is changing how 
we think about our bedroom. Many of us do other activities in our bedrooms – such as watching TV, 
talking on the phone, having conversations with our partner, etc. These activities aren’t associated 
with sleep. Ideally, your bedroom should be used for only two things; sleep and sex. Everything else 
that’s done in your bedroom only serves the purpose to distract from sleep. But what’s the best way to 
go about making these changes? 

1. Clean out the clutter. 

Prioritize making your bedroom only for sleep. It isn’t your gym, home office or theatre. Start 
by removing things from your bedroom that have you going there for any activities other than 
sleep. This includes your TV (the hardest change for most people to make). But engaging in 
other activities in your bedroom leads your brain to associate those activities with the 
bedroom, and we want it only associated with sleep.  

2. Ditch all electronics.  

Another reason why removing the TV from your bedroom is a good idea is that electronics 
emit a blue light which can trick the body into reducing the production of melatonin which 
helps you to prepare for sleep. Also, light is generally associated with wakefulness. If you 
must keep your smartphone in the room, the best practice is to keep it flipped face down so 
any notifications do not wake you with the screen lighting up. The biggest reason people have 
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for keeping phones next to their bed is it serves the dual function of being an alarm clock. So a 
useful tip is to put it on ‘airplane mode’ (the alarm will still work!). 

3. Keep your alarm clock away from the bed.  

Alarm clocks also emit a light that can be distracting for sleep. Many people also find 
themselves looking at their alarm clock periodically throughout the night, which can contribute 
to worry thoughts associated with sleep. Ideally, your alarm clock should be set for the same 
time every day, placed across the room and facing away from the bed.  

4. Keep your room dark.  

We’ve already mentioned how light, in general, promotes wakefulness and how this makes 
electronics problematic prior to bedtime. This also holds true for other light sources including 
lamps, nightlights and outside light. If possible, it’s best to have blackout curtains, blinds on 
your windows, or to use eyeshades. 

5. Keep your room quiet. 

Many people may think it’s important to have complete silence when it comes to sleep, but 
that’s not the case. When it comes to sleep and noise, inconsistency is what causes the 
biggest disruption. If you live in an area where noise is out of your control, like a high traffic 
area, try sleeping with a sound machine or a white noise machine. Sound machines produce 
soothing, mellow sounds that not only help you relax for sleep but drown out other sounds that 
may wake you. 

6. Keep your room cool. 

As you go to sleep, your body temperature begins to drop as it prepares itself for slumber. 
Keeping your room a cool temperature, around 18 degrees, can help aid the process of 
cooling your body. Also, if you’re inclined, it’s helpful to know sleeping naked may not only 
increase the chances you’ll sleep comfortably, but it also helps cool your body down.  

7. Make your bed comfortable. 

Having a comfortable bed is an important part of getting a good night’s sleep. If you’re waking 
up stiff, numb or uncomfortable in any way it may be time to replace your mattress or pillows.  

8. Paint your bedroom (optional). 

Studies suggest that particular colours, like blue and green, are associated with calmness and 
may, therefore, result in more restful sleep.  

There are many small day-to-day things that impact our sleep that we don’t even consider. But 
thankfully many of these things are relatively easy to change; all we have to do is start prioritizing our 
sleep. Think about what in your current bedroom environment is not conducive to sleep, and what 
minor changes you can make today. Taking the time to maximize your sleep environment is a great 
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first step in improving your sleep. Once you’ve taken steps to maximize your sleep environment 
continue reading about what other sleep hygiene principles you can incorporate into your daily routine 
(pg. 15).  

 
 

Managing the Negative Effects of Anxiety on Sleep 
 

Do you lay in bed tossing and turning? Do you check the clock and calculate the number of hours of 
sleep you’d get if you fell asleep right now? Or think about your list of to-do’s for tomorrow? If so, 
you’re not alone. So let’s talk about how to manage the negative effects of anxiety on sleep.  
 
Anxiety, and associated worry thoughts, have a significant impact on our ability to sleep. And with the 
high demand world we live in, it’s no wonder that so many people struggle with sleep problems.  
The tough thing about anxiety and sleep is that it can be difficult to know which comes first. Do we not 
sleep because we are anxious? Or are we anxious because we can’t sleep? It’s likely both. Stress 
and anxiety can cause or worsen sleep difficulties and lack of sleep can make us anxious. 
So, how can we manage our worry thoughts to help us get better sleep? 

How to Get Better Sleep 

Worry and anxiety are a normal part of life, but also among the strongest factors that impact sleep. If 
you are finding worries are preventing you from sleeping, here are some tips to help you sleep better: 

1. Keep a “worry log” – if you can’t sleep, get out of bed, write down your worries, and ask 
yourself 3 key questions: what is the evidence for this worry? What is the problem to be 
solved? What can I do right now? 

2. Implement relaxation strategies such as diaphragmatic breathing, visual imagery, and 
progressive muscle relaxation – these can help with sleep onset and maintenance. This also 
means reducing stressful or anxiety-provoking activities close to bedtime. 

3. Move your body. Exercise helps to not only manage anxiety but to improve sleep; however, 
exercise can keep you awake if done in the evening – as a general rule, it’s good to avoid 
exercise in the 2-3 hours before bedtime. 

4. Have a good bedtime routine. For example, have some decaf tea, listen to relaxing music,  or 
have a warm bath. Make a clear distinction between daytime activities which require alertness 
– and bedtime activities which should induce relaxation. This includes reducing or eliminating 
screen time before bed.  

5. Don’t stay in bed if you can’t sleep, as this can lead to our bed becoming associated with a 
state of wakefulness. If you can’t fall asleep within 15-20 minutes, get out of bed and do not 
get back into bed until you are sleepy (not just tired).  
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Children and Sleep  
 
We know sleep is a critical contributor to our overall state of physical and psychological health. One of 
the most important functions of sleep involves allowing our bodies and our brains to recover and 
recharge. Sleep is even more important for children, as it directly impacts mental and physical 
development  
 
The topic of children and sleep can be a challenging one though. Children don’t typically understand 
the importance of sleep and aren’t intrinsically wired to maintain a sleep schedule and structure 
without external guidance. So, as a child develops, it’s up to their caregivers to manage their sleep 
schedule and ensure they’re getting enough sleep. Managing children’s sleep problems can be hard 
enough but teenagers may be even more challenging. We will also address teenagers’ sleep 
challenges here. 
 
Sleep patterns and needs change drastically across age ranges. For instance, those who have 
experienced a newborn know that sleep happens whenever the child feels like it, making the parents’ 
sleep schedule highly irregular. Fortunately, between the age of 6 months to 2 years, children 
typically begin to develop more of a regular sleep pattern. Once this happens, it’s possible to start 
implementing proper sleep hygiene principles. 

Sleep Hygiene for Children 

Here are 5 effective sleep tips for children aged 2-13 years that can help children with sleep 
problems:  

1. Maintain a regular bedtime and wake-up schedule, even on weekends. The bedtime 
routine should be relaxing and enjoyable (like a warm bath or reading a book). This 
includes a predictable bedtime routine. 

2. Establish a sleep-friendly environment (e.g., dark, free of distractions/electronics, 
consistent temperature). Keep the sleep-friendly environment consistent. 

3. Reduce stimulation in the 1-2 hours before bed. Implement sleep-friendly cues 1-2 hours 
before bedtime (e.g., put away electronics, no TV, dim the lights). 

4. Encourage children to fall asleep independently. Leave the child’s bedroom before they’re 
fully asleep- to encourage independent sleep. Give age-appropriate direction tied to a 
child’s developmental ability (e.g., have children put on their own pyjamas or brush their 
teeth on their own once they are old enough). 

5. Reduce and ideally eliminate caffeine-based foods (e.g., chocolate or soda pop) in the late 
afternoon, and no big meals before bed. 
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Sleep hygiene is always the best place to start when it comes to managing sleep challenges but what 
if it isn’t enough? 

 
 
What if sleep hygiene doesn’t work? 

Sleep hygiene should always be tried first when it comes to sleep challenges. For children and adults 
alike, maintaining consistently good sleep hygiene is typically enough to help with sleep problems. It’s 
important to note that sleep hygiene will likely take a few weeks, or longer, to have a noticeable 
impact on your child’s sleep. So be patient and consistent with their bedtime routine.  
If your child still has sleep problems (such as not being able to fall asleep, or waking up in the night) 
some other home treatment options have been found to be effective. For example, research has 
found white noise played over the course of the night was able to help children with ADHD get to 
sleep faster and stay asleep longer.  
 
Weighted blankets are also demonstrating some preliminary and promising effects on sleep for 
children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (Read more on page 19).  

Teenagers and Sleep 
Another age category that tends to have significant sleep challenges is teenagers. Despite the 
traditional angsty know-it-all attitude and resistance some teens may have to regular sleep, their 
brains are still developing as well as their bodies changing, so sleep is just as important during these 
years as it was when they were younger.  

What impacts teenagers’ sleep?  

Many of us can remember being a teenager and wanting to stay up excessively late, resisting 
structure and schedule in terms of sleep. And, as a result, feeling constantly sleep-deprived or 
irritated and grumpy as a result. This is not just rebellious teenager behaviour. Research has shown 
in the teen years circadian rhythms change drastically, as do hormones. Teenagers don’t just want to 
stay up longer, their body is telling them to. All the while their schooling starts just as early, if not 
earlier than it did when they were younger. The net result is sleep-deprivation, as environmental 
expectations make getting the required amount of sleep more difficult.  

So, how can we support our teenagers in getting better sleep? 

We may think that allowing them to sleep in on the weekends to catch up on sleep is the best thing 
we can do. It isn’t.  
 
Letting them sleep in actually makes things worse, as this disrupts the body’s internal clock even 
more. Remember – a consistent bedtime and wake up time is an important aspect of sleep hygiene – 
and as such, keeping a consistent schedule is still the best thing for teenagers. 
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Since their circadian rhythms are changing and impacting the time they want to sleep, it can be 
helpful to adjust this sleep rhythm. This can be done by adjusting their light exposure, such that light 
is increased in the mornings and decreased at nighttime.  
 
Effectively adjusting light exposure involves (1) exposing oneself to natural light (even if it's cloudy) 
shortly upon waking up in the morning, and (2) removing light in the evenings by ensuring lights are 
dimmed. There are blackout blinds/curtains, and discouraging use of screens like smartphones, TV’s 
and computers before bed.  
 
If your child or teenager still has significant sleep problems or other contributing health issues 
(physically or emotionally), it’s recommended you speak to a medical professional. Sleep is a very 
important and incredibly complex process, so when presented with recurrent issues it should be 
addressed by a qualified healthcare professional and not self-diagnosed or self-medicated. 
 

 
 

Weighted Blankets: Do They Work? 
 

There’s been increasing popular media attention on weighted blankets (which are about 
10% of one’s body weight), and an increase in the number of people who are swearing by 
their effectiveness for many aspects of their lives, including anxiety and insomnia.  
Are you considering investing in a weighted blanket, but are unsure of whether or not 
they’re effective? Here we are going to look at the potential impacts of weighted blankets, 
and what the research says about their benefits. Particular attention has been paid to the 
benefits for those with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD). 

What people are saying about weighted blankets 

Before we dive into the research, let’s take a moment to look at what people are saying 
about weighted blankets. Those who are using weighted blankets often state it has a 
calming effect that makes them feel less anxious and in turn allows them to get better 
sleep. Those who appear to be the most vocal about the positive impacts of weighted 
blankets are parents of children with ASD. Is that enough to invest in a weighted blanket 
for sleep? Maybe not.  

What the research says 

Although the research is very preliminary, multiple studies have shown a link between 
weighted blankets and reduced anxiety levels. The calming effect is believed, by some, to 
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be caused by something called “deep pressure stimulation” – or pressure that leads to a 
soothing effect on the body’s nervous system (for example, via firm but gentle squeezing, 
hugs or holding). Although research is inconclusive as to whether this is simply a placebo 
effect, multiple studies have shown that weighted blankets do have reported improvements 
on the sleep of individuals with anxiety.  
 
Weighted blankets have also been tested on children with attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD). It was found that the blankets helped with sleep onset (falling asleep) 
and possible enhancement of overall sleep quality. These results are consistent with what 
was found in a study with people dealing with insomnia, where the weighted blankets were 
both subjectively and objectively found to help them get to sleep faster, and have 
enhanced sleep overall.  
 
However, the above findings are far from definitive and not all studies show that weighted 
blankets produce a significant positive impact – but it is notable that there are no known 
studies that mention weighted blankets having a negative impact on users.  
 
In summary, the existing research support for weighted blankets is mixed and inconclusive, 
but there are some promising indications including subjective reports of sleep onset and 
quality enhancement. Since there are no known negative impacts, the larger consideration 
of making a decision about whether or not to try using a weighted blanket is the cost.  
 
Note: A weighted blanket should never be considered as a substitute for evidence-based 
treatment for anxiety, insomnia, or ASD by a regulated healthcare professional. 
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