
What to know about 
sleepingpills 

Sleeping pills may be appropriate at 
certain times. A health care provider 
may prescribe them for a short time after 
a serious emotional trauma, such as the 
death of a loved one. This can help prevent 
long-term, chronic insomnia. 

If sleeping pills are prescribed for you, be 
aware that they can cause memory loss and 
some dizziness. Talk to your provider about 
these side effects. Find out if you should 
drive while taking these medications. 

With extended use, addiction is an 
increasing concern. So are risks of 
impaired memory and loss of physical 
coordination. 

After about 2 weeks, sleeping pills lose 
their ability to make you sleepy because 
the brain adjusts to counterbalance the 
pills. If you use sleeping pills for a longer 
time and then stop, you may suffer rebound 
insomnia. 

"My doctor prescribed pills to help me sleep 
right after my dad died." 

What about other 
medications? 

• Over-the-counter (OTC) sleeping pills 
(antihistamines) are OK for occasional sleep 
problems 0et-lag, feeling nervous or excited 
about an event, etc.). 

Don't take OTC sleeping pills with alcohol or 
other medicines, or if you have sleep apnea. 

• Melatonin is a hormone produced by the 
brain to induce sleep. It's sold in synthetic 
and "natural" forms. But the natural form 
comes from animal glands and may carry 
viruses, so it shouldn't be used. 

Too much melatonin produces fatigue and 
short temper. Other side-effects and long
term effects are still largely unknown, so 
researchers caution against self-treatment 
with melatonin. 

• Amphetamines (speed) are strongly 
addictive. Using amphetamines to stay 
awake is risky. 

They can cause rapid or irregular heartbeat, 
raised blood pressure, anxiety, dizziness 
and aggressive behavior, as well as severe 
fatigue and depression when they wear off. 

Sleeping pills are only useful in 
the short term. If you need long-term 

help in sleeping, ask your doctor 
about other options. 
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See a health care provider if: I''. 

(
• Slee p problems interfere with .' 

school, work or relationships with 
friends or family. 

• You use sleeping pills to make you 
sleep, or amphetamines to keep you 
alert. 

• You have depression, chronic 
anxiety, pain or a change in 
medication. A provider can give 
you information and help with these 
possible causes of sleep problems. 

• You snore heavily, or stop breathing 
at intervals during the night (often 
starting again with a gasp). You may 
have sleep apnea, which results from 
a blocked or partly blocked airway. 
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If you lived 100 years ago, 
studiesestimateyou'd be getting 
20% more sleep than you do now. 
Demands of school or work, family and 
friends may give you less time for sleep. 
Add stress or a changing schedule, and 
even when you have time for sleep, you 
sometimes can't get to sleep. 

What is sleep? 
When you sleep there 's a lot going on in 
both your body and your brain. 

REM Sleep 
A typical night's sleep happens in 
90-minute cycles. About 25% of each 
cycle is REM (rapid eye movement) sleep. 
This is the stage of most intense dreaming. 

Your large muscles can't move-so your 
legs feel heavy if you dream of running
but otherwise your body is quite active. 
Your pulse, breathing and temperature go 
up, and your eyes dart back and forth. 

Brain-waves resemble wakeful patterns, 
yet this is when you're most difficult to 
awaken. Some researchers think the brain 
consolidates new memories and takes care 
of other "housekeeping" tasks during REM 
sleep. 

Non-REM Sleep 
The rest of each sleep cycle is spent in 
non-REM sleep. Body temperature drops, 
breathing and pulse slow, and dreams 
are less intense. This is when people 
sometimes sleep-walk or sleep-talk. During 
this stage the body may be recharging itself . 

Your sleep cycle 
How and when you sleep is controlled by 
hormones released in a 24-hour cycle. 
Its timing is set by outside cues, especially 
increasing darkness or light. 

Patterns of meals, exercise and social 
interactions are other cues that help set the 
sleeping-waking clock. 

Changes in these cues can disrupt sleep. This 
is what happens in jet lag. Daylight, dark and 
mealtimes are out of sync with the body's 
clock. 

It takes 3 to 7 days for the body to reset its 
internal clock to a new schedule of cues. 

With too little sleep, the body accumulates 
a "sleep debt." Eventually, this debt must be 
paid, even if this means falling asleep at a bad 
time, such as while driving. 

"I don't have anything with caffeine 
in it after 3 p.m. I sleep better now." 

How to get what you want from sleep 
At times, you can't avoid getting too little sleep. But there are things you can do to help. 

Nap during the day 
• When you nap, you get mostly deep, 

non-REM sleep. This can help pay off a 
sleep debt. 

• If you suffer from insomnia, napping 
may make falling asleep at night harder. 
Relaxation exercises such as yoga are a 
good replacement for naps. 

Reduce stress 
• Exercise regularly-but not within 

3 hours of bedtime. 

• Do things that relax you in the hour 
before bedtime. Take a warm bath. 
Meditate. Read. Drink warm milk. 

• If you lie awake thinking about things 
you need to do, keep a "worry journal." 
Before bedtime, make a list of concerns. 
Let the journal hold these things so you 
are free to sleep. 

Set your sleep-wake clock 
• Keep to a regular schedule for 

meals, bedtime and waking up. If 
you're having trouble falling asleep, 
get up at the same time every day, no 
matter when you went to bed. 

• Sleep in a darkened room. Darkness 
is a "sleepiness cue." 

• A quiet room or "white noise" 
{such as a fan) may help keep nightly 
sleep cycles more regular. 

Avoid substances 
that disrupt sleep 

• Caffeine keeps you awake. Its effects 
last for hours. Don't have coffee, tea or 
food with caffeine after about 3 p.m. 

• Alcohol may make you sleepy at first. 
But it may make you wakeful later in 
the night. 

• Nicotine disrupts sleep more than 
caffeine. People who smoke take 
longer to fall asleep and wake more 
often. 

Unplug your gadget s 
• Tablets, laptops and smart phones 

emit artificial light that makes it harder 
to fall asleep and disrupts sleep 
cycles. So you 're less alert the next 
day. 

• Playing games on a device can make 
your body release a stress hormone 
that keeps you awake. 

• Staying connected 24/7 can deprive 
the brain of the downtime it needs . 
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Not getting enoughsleepmeans: 
• increased irritability 

• decreased motivation, memory, 
concentration and creativity 

• increased likelihood of injury 

• greater chance of problems such 
as stomach upset or headaches 


