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In the guest series with Dr. Matthew Walker, we explain how to determine your sleep needs and improve sleep
quality. This newsletter highlights key protocols from these episodes that will improve your ability to fall asleep,
stay asleep and enhance the overall quality of your sleep.

Sleep Fundamentals: QQRT

Quantity: the total amount of sleep. The typical adult needs sleep 7 to 9 hours of sleep per night. This ensures
sufficient time for both deep sleep and REM sleep, so you wake up feeling refreshed and restored. Some people
need less, others more, especially babies, teens, and those combating an illness or infection.

Quality: the continuity and structure of sleep. Frequent awakenings (even if you don’t remember)
or fragmented sleep represent poor sleep quality.

o Wearable sleep trackers measure sleep quality through sleep efficiency scores. An efficiency rating of
= 85% is a good goal.

o Note: For some, sleep trackers can lead to anxiety about sleep quality (termed "orthosomnia"), which
can paradoxically lead to disrupted sleep. Consider reviewing your sleep scores less often. For
example, weekly, not daily, to minimize constant monitoring.

e Forthose who don’t use sleep trackers, poor sleep quality often manifests as excessive daytime
sleepiness even if they slept sufficient total hours.
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Regularity: stick to a consistent sleep schedule. Consistently going to bed and waking up at the same time
each day leads to improved overall sleep patterns and quality by anchoring your body's circadian rhythm, or
internal clock.

e Aim for consistent bedtimes and wake times with a + 30 minutes margin of error, whether it’s
the weekend or a weekday. No one is perfect about this, but that’s a good goal.

o Inaddition to your morning alarm clock, consider adding a "bedtime alarm," which tells you
when to go to sleep.

e Studies have shown that regular sleep patterns reduce all-cause mortality and may reduce the risk of
cancer and cardiovascular disease more effectively than other metrics, such as sleep duration.

Timing: align your sleep schedule with your natural chronotype (morning person, night owl, versus typical
sleep-wake schedule). Chronotype is primarily determined by genetics, and yet your preferred sleep time will
vary a bit across your lifespan. You can find your natural chronotype using the Morningness-Eveningness
Questionnaire (MEQ). Sleeping out of sync with your chronotype will result in poorer quality sleep. But, of
course, we have to adhere to life's demands as well.

Determine Your Sleep Quality

Do you feel refreshed and restored when you wake up? Or do you feel you could sleep past your alarm? If you
are in the latter group, the rest of this newsletter focuses on good sleep hygiene tips and protocols to improve
your sleep. Following these protocols can significantly enhance sleep quality and, by extension, daily
functioning and health.

Sleep Hygiene Basics

Light & Dark

Melatonin is a hormone that makes you feel sleepy; it does other things, too. Darkness allows the release of
melatonin to signal the onset of sleep. Bright light, especially at night, potently inhibits melatonin. This causes
you not to feel as sleepy and, consequently, to get poorer quality sleep.

¢ Inthe evening, dim the lights in your home to signal the body that it's time to wind down. Use low-
positioned lights (rather than overhead) and yellow or, even better, deep orange/red lightbulbs, if
available; they are less stimulating than typical lights.

e Minimize screen time at night. If you’re on a screen, dim it way down. Additionally, many computer
operating systems show warmer colors at night. There are also apps like f.lux (zero-cost) that allow for
dimming.

e Add blackout curtains or wear an eye mask to maximize darkness in the bedroom.

e Upon waking, go outside for 10-15 minutes of morning sunlight. Sunlight suppresses melatonin and
resets your circadian rhythm. Morning sunlight also triggers cortisol release to help you wake up and
stay more alert during the day. This is especially important on overcast days! You need sunlight, so it’s
not necessary to see the sun directly, as plenty of light (photons) penetrate cloud cover.
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o Ifyou can't get natural morning sunlight due to geographic location or schedule, artificial bright
lights like seasonal affective disorder (SAD) lamps are a decent substitute, though less
effective.

Temperature

Temperature plays a crucial role in sleep regulation. To fall asleep, core body temperature must decrease by
approximately 2-3°F (1°C).

¢ Keep your bedroom cool (~67°F or ~19.4°C), or consider using a temperature-controlled mattress
cover.

e Stick your hands or feet out from underneath the covers to help cool down.

o Taking a warm bath or shower before bedtime is a science-supported method to improve your ability to
fall asleep and sleep deeply. Initially, the warm water raises core body temperature, but the subsequent
cooling of your core body temperature that occurs after a hot bath or shower helps facilitate falling
asleep.

Food & Meal Timing

The effect of food on sleep largely depends on appetite, circadian rhythm, and personal
preference. Experiment with different foods and timing to see what best supports your sleep.

o For most, eating approximately 2 hours before bedtime doesn’t typically impact sleep. Eating closer to
bedtime can increase the likelihood of gastric reflux (heartburn) and impair sleep in some individuals.
Again, this is highly individual. If you do, make it a smaller snack or meal, but also don’t try to sleep
while overly hungry. Most people can’t.

e Avoid excessive fluid consumption before bedtime to reduce the likelihood of waking up throughout
the night.

Caffeine

Caffeine does not reduce the need for sleep; it only temporarily masks sleepiness. Once caffeine wears off, a
buildup of adenosine, a chemical that promotes sleepiness, causes a "caffeine crash,” which usually occurs
in the early afternoon.

o Caffeine timingis crucial for sleep quality. So, if you have trouble sleeping, don’t reach for a late
afternoon cup of coffee. Instead, consume caffeine early in the day and not within 8-10 hours of
bedtime.

¢ Note: some people can sleep fine after ingesting caffeine in the afternoon or evening. This is likely due
to tolerance and/or differences in how they metabolize caffeine. Do what works for you, but know that it
can negatively affect sleep structure, including REM duration, in any case.

Wind-Down Routine

Much like slowing down a car before stopping, a 'deceleration’' from the day’s activities is essential for good
sleep. Establish a wind-down routine to prepare the body and mind for sleep:

e Engage in relaxing activities, such as meditation, listening to music, podcasts, sleep stories, or
reading a book.
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¢ Avoid stimulating activities before bed, such as watching television, reading the news, strenuous
exercise, or social media.

Alcohol

Alcoholis a sedative, not a sleep aid. While a 'nightcap' may help you get to sleep quickly, alcohol impairs the
natural structure of sleep. Also, alcohol causes fragmented sleep.

Trouble Falling Asleep?

Walk It Out: If it’s taking longer than ~20-25 minutes to fall asleep or back asleep, leave your bed and go
elsewhere in the house to engage in a relaxing activity. The goalis to prevent an association between a state of
wakefulness and your bed, as this can lead to future difficulties falling asleep. Only return to bed when you are
truly sleepy and be mindful not to fall asleep in another location; you want to relearn the association of sleep
with the bedroom.

Do Nothing: After one poor night's sleep, avoid compensatory behaviors such as sleeping later, going to bed
early, increasing caffeine intake, or excessively long or late-day napping. These behaviors can disrupt your
natural circadian rhythms and may negatively affect sleep-wake cycles—in other words, they will make it hard
to get back on your usual schedule.

Mental Walk: If you have trouble falling asleep, take a "mental walk" and visualize walking a familiar route.
This technique will redirect your focus away from ruminating thoughts to help you fall asleep. One study found
this method significantly reduced the time it took participants to fall asleep, proving far more effective than the
traditional approach of "counting sheep."

Limit Daytime Naps: Keep naps short (= 20-30 minutes) and no later than the early to mid-afternoon to avoid
impacting your nighttime sleep.

These tips ought to greatly help optimize your sleep. Additionally, we have another popular newsletter, "Toolkit
for Sleep," which provides more actionable tools and protocols.

If you try these protocols and don’t notice a difference, you might be suffering from a sleep disorder. Seek
professional help if you experience persistent problems, which might be due to sleep apnea or true insomnia.
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