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How to improve your sleep and your wakefulness when suffering from narcolepsy 

Narcolepsy is a chronic neurological disorder that affects the brain’s ability to switch from 
wake to sleep.  Because these two states are confused, unusual sleep wake behaviour 
occurs.  

People with narcolepsy experience interrupted sleep that involves waking up frequently 
during the night. They can also experience sleep paralysis and hallucinations at night as well 
as restless legs, vivid dreams and sleep apnoea.     

People with narcolepsy usually feel rested after waking, but then feel very sleepy 
throughout the day.  This can significantly affect daily activities.  People may unwillingly fall 
asleep even if they are in the middle of an activity like driving, eating, or 
talking.  Interestingly, they can keep their behaviour going such as writing or driving despite 
being asleep, but not very well, which can lead to accidents. This is called automatic 
behaviours. Often they wake up from these episodes more refreshed for a while. Other 
symptoms may include sudden muscle weakness while awake that makes a person go limp 
or unable to move which is brought on by strong emotion such as laughter (cataplexy), but 
this is not always the case.   

There are however ways to improve night time sleep and wakefulness, which can reduce 
some of these symptoms and make life more mneaegable.  

1. Maintain a regular sleep schedule including the same hours sleeping each night and 
waking up and getting up at the same time each day without snoozing. Try to make 
this coincide with light as much as possible (asleep during the dark hours, awake 
during the light, and get plenty of light during the day!). This behaviour plus using 
the effects of light on our sleepiness levels, helps the body adhere to a routine of 
sleep and therefore a consistent routine of when you want to be awake. 

2. Heavy meals and meals high in carbohydrates can make anyone feel drowsy—this 
can be especially true if you have narcolepsy. We all have a natural dip in alertness in 
the mid to late afternoon, so eating a heavy meal in the middle of the day can add to 
a natural state of sleepiness. A heavy meal, or a spicy one, before bed is also likely to 
disrupt your sleep. Each high protein foods during the day. 

3. Alcohol and stimulants such as caffeine and nicotine interrupt your sleep cvycles –try 
to avoid these especially late at night. Anything that interrupts your sleep cycles will 
exacerbate the unusual behaviour symptoms during the night and the next day. 

4. Exercise on a regular basis. A workout will help you stay more alert and has the 
added bonus of improving the quality of sleep at night. Even regular walks are 
helpful. Try and keep these times consistent. 

 

  

 

https://www.sleepfoundation.org/sleep-topics/sleep-drive-and-your-body-clock
https://www.sleepfoundation.org/sleep-topics/sleep-drive-and-your-body-clock
https://www.sleepfoundation.org/sleep-topics/food-and-sleep
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Premise Number Three:  A strong, happy body CREATES energy. 

Muscles convert calories into energy.  Period.  So, I stay in shape.  Note: In the first few 

years of diagnosis ( I was 38 years old) exercise seemed totally impossible.  For goodness 

sakes, I was exhausted…how could I possible gin up enough energy to work out???!!!  Crazy 

talk!  And I have “fat” pictures to prove it. Now…. 

1.  MOVE.  I work out.  I dance three or more times a week.  Dancing brings me such joy 

and joy creates energy.  I’d dance every minute of every day if I could! 

2.  Keep my muscles toned and working for me…constantly creating energy. 

3. Only do exercise that brings me joy; don’t do anything that I don’t find fun and 

uplifting.  Exercise should not be torture and it should not hurt. 

4.  Exercise when I  know I’ll be at my sleepiest.  I know that 1:00 p.m. and 3:30 p.m. are 

really tough times for me.  So, I set an alarm reminder on my phone for those times.  The 

reminder says:  Do sit ups.  Yep…I get on the floor, put on some jammin music and do 30 sit 

ups.  For an almost 50-yearl old woman, my abs look pretty good! 

4.  Stay away from emotional vampires and anyone else that is a “downer”. I am selfish 

about my energy and save it for me and for those that I love. 

5. Surround myself with happy, joyful people.  They do the same things I do…that’s part of 

why they are filled with joy.  Joyfulness is filled with energy. 

 

Premise Number Four:  God/the universe gave us what we need….honor it!  

1.  Honor the natural cycle of the day.  Sleep when it’s dark and be awake when it’s light. 

(this is the hardest thing for me and I’m still working on it!) 

2.  Set an alarm for BEDTIME! 

3.  Eat God’s food.  This pretty much means that I eat purely…avoid processed “fake” 

food”.  I don’t always get organic, but I don’t eat out of boxes. 

4.  Avoid foods that clog up the body: Fried, fatty, processed, aged (although I do love hard 

natural cheeses…but NO Velveeta, string cheese, no American slices…).  The big exception of 

me is wine.  Its aged and its lovely in reasonable amounts.  Maybe this goes with “God’s 

food”    I don’t drink much and if I do, it’s in moderation and after 8:00 p.m. 
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5. Drink WATER…God/the universe gave it to us and it’s free.  I can’t stress this enough. 

And darn the drugs…they dry our mouths, joints, teeth….So LOTS of water!  I drink 48 – 56 

ounces within the first two hours of waking.  And I don’t feel the urge to go to the restroom 

until three ours later.  That’s how dehydrating the drugs are.  Fight it tooth and nail and 

water jug! 

6. Start the day with protein and fruits or vegetables. 

7.  No simple carbs until after 7:00 p.m.  (bread, pasta, etc.) They just make me too sleepy.  

8.  Nothing white…no white bread, white crackers, white rice, white sugar….it’s just 

processed to death. To death. To death.  Get it? 

9. Avoid other foods that I know are a problem. For me, it’s simple carbs, bananas, and 

sugary foods. 

 

1.  Don’t drive when I know I’m not safe. 

2. Plan my car trips wisely.  I can’t dive for more than 20-30 minutes at a time. So, I do my 

errands on the way home from work; choose to work out and dance in a location that is 

either near my office, my home or on the trek between. 

3. Ask for help.  If I don’t have healthy food in the house, I will eat junk. My Mom always 

wants to know how she can help.  I’m fiercely independent…but have asked her to do my 

grocery shopping for me.  It’s a win-win.  She loves to grocery shop (go figure) it’s a tangible 

way that she can help and support meâ€¦  In return, I love and appreciate her, and have 

healthy, energizing food available. 

4.  No meetings in fluorescent lighted rooms.  My boss is WONDERFUL about this.  She 

plans meetings in rooms that have big windows.  I’m blessed. 

5.  If a meeting will be long or if it’s “death by PowerPoint”, I take something to do with my 

hands or I stand up.  I have even knitted during meetings.  It’s interesting how doing 

something with my hands seems to increase my cognitive abilities.  Someone with a neuro 

background can chime in on that one. 

6. Take meds on time and as prescribed. 

7.  Sleep no more than seven hours a night.  For me that’s the magic number. If I sleep 

longer, I’m a mess of REM all day.  See the opening statement about setting up REM 

boundaries. 

 


