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How to get a good night’s sleep 

 
 
The most common cause of sleep problems is a change in your behaviours. For 
example, travelling, change in work hours, disruption of other behaviours (eating, 
exercise, leisure, etc.) and relationship conflicts can all cause sleep problems. This is 
normal and we can’t control them all the time. However, there are some very 
evidence based ways to give you the best chance of sleeping well, especially when life 
is uncontrollable. You won’t necessarily have to do lots of this when your sleep is ok, 
but maintaining one or two points that helped the most will likely stop you getting 
sleep problems again. 
 
 
Do: 
 

 Keep the same opportunity to sleep each day and go to bed when you are 
sleepy-tired and not before. It’s ok if you don’t use all the time to sleep, but it’s 
important that you have the time and environment ready when you are sleepy. 
It is unrealistic to assume you can get the same amount of hours sleep each 
night, please let go of this notion, and concentrate on quality sleep instead. 
 

 Get up from bed at the same time each day – try not to compensate when sleep 
is poor by lying in. Moving away from a constant routine will only confuse your 
natural sleep wake cycle and lead to more problems maintaining sleep at the 
right times 

 

 Get regular exercise each day, preferably in the morning. There is good 
evidence that regular exercise improves restful sleep. This includes stretching 
and aerobic exercise.  
 

 Get regular exposure to outdoor or bright lights especially in the morning and 
reducing lighting in the evening. Light is not the enemy of sleep if used in the 
right ways. 

 

 Keep the temperature in your bedroom comfortable for you – we do tend to 
need a slightly cooler environment for sleep. 
 

 Keep the bedroom quiet when sleeping and keep as little technology as 
possible in the bedroom as possible. 

 

 Keep the bedroom dark enough to facilitate sleep – if you can see most things 
with the lights off the likelihood is it’s not dark enough 
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 Use your bed only for sleep and sex – read, watch TV etc. but do this 
elsewhere so your brain can continue to associate the bedroom with sleep 
only, rather than stimulating wakefulness. 

 

 Take medications as directed. It is helpful to take prescribed sleeping pills 1 
hour before bedtime, so they are causing drowsiness when you lie down, or 
10 hours before getting up, to avoid daytime drowsiness. 

 

 Use a relaxation exercise just before going to sleep or in the night (Muscle 
relaxation, imagery, massage etc.) if you feel you need to reduce tension or 
anxiety. Whilst these methods won’t ‘make’ you sleep if you are not sleepy 
(the first two bullet points will help regulate your sleepiness), they can help 
facilitate sleep when we are stressed. 

 
Don't: 
 

 Exercise just before going to bed. 

 Engage in stimulating activity just before bed, such as playing a competitive 
game, watching an exciting program on television, being on your phone or 
laptop or having an important discussion 

 Have caffeine in the evening (coffee, many teas, chocolate, sodas, etc.) 

 Read or watch television in bed. 

 Use alcohol to help you sleep. 

 Go to bed too hungry or too full. 

 Take another person's sleeping pills. 

 Take over-the-counter sleeping pills, without your doctor's knowledge. 
Tolerance can develop rapidly with these medications. Diphenhydramine (an 
ingredient commonly found in over-the-counter sleep meds) can have serious 
side effects for elderly patients. 

 Take daytime naps unless you have been directed to by a clinician  

 Command yourself to go to sleep. This only makes your mind and body more 
alert.  If you lie in bed awake for more than 20-30 minutes, get up, go to a 
different room (or different part of the bedroom), participate in a quiet  but 
enjoyable activity (don’t bore yourself to sleep it won’t work), and then return 
to bed when you feel sleepy. Do this as many times during the night as needed. 
 

Remember that these points require consistency and won’t necessarily work on the 
night that you do them. Try to do them more often than you don’t over a few weeks to 
see improvements – it’s not about being perfect, but doing these behaviours more 
often than not doing them will be more helpful for your sleep than any other 
behaviour patterns. Being too ritualistic over sleep is not helpful either. If no 
improvements after 6 weeks, contact your GP for further support. 


