
 

 

 

 

Sleep Hygiene: how to get from counting sheep to restful sleep, 

naturally! by Elizabeth Bartman, ND   
 

Balance stress, balance cortisol:  
There are many reasons we may be unable to fall asleep, or stay asleep. A major influencing factor is a hormone 

called cortisol. Cortisol is our body’s natural alarm clock, alerting us to wake up in the morning. This is also a major 

stress hormone, and influences sugar influx to our cells to help our bodies manage stressful situations, also known as 

the “fight or flight” response. When we have too much cortisol or an imbalance in cortisol production, our sleep can 

suffer.  One of the best ways to regulate cortisol levels in the body is to manage stress. Here are some tips on how to 

balance cortisol levels: 
 Sleep in a dark room. Light signals our brain to alert us that it is morning, and creates a burst of cortisol in 

response to help our bodies get up for the day. This is detrimental when the pathway is signaled at night 

from the light of a street lamp or from the glow of an alarm clock.   

o Get a black out curtain for your bedroom window, to ensure complete darkness; or, utilize a sleep 

mask.   

o Do not allow electronics in your bedroom, or, if unavoidable, make sure to turn off all electronics 

before bedtime.  

o Do not watch TV or work on your computer for 30-60 minutes before bed, to prevent excessive 

stimulation that can interfere with restful sleep.  

 Decrease noise.  The presence of unfamiliar sounds or a disruption of sound during the night can trigger 

our brains to wake up in order to “fight or flight”. Use ear plugs or a white noise machine to help block 

unwanted noise from disrupting your sleep.   

 Deep breathing. During times of stress, it is common for people to hold their breath, or 

begin to take quick, shallow breaths. This type of breathing prevents oxygen from 

reaching the brain as well as prevention of oxygen profusion to tissues, propagating the 

stress cycle.    

o Take 10 slow, deep breaths, keeping your shoulders down and allowing your 

stomach to expand outward. Perform this every few hours during the day, 

aiming for a total of 100 deep breaths per day.  

 
Balance blood sugar:  
A drop in blood sugar at night can often lead to an inability to stay asleep. Eating foods that maintain blood sugar 

throughout the day is critical in order to have proper sleep hygiene.  
 Eat protein with every meal to help your body balance and stabilize blood sugar throughout the day.  

 Eat a small protein and complex carbs before bed to help blood sugar crashes in the middle of the night 

(nuts, avocado, and sweet potatoes are great options!) 
o Bonus for Sweet Potatoes- Sweet potatoes contain melatonin which can help support sleep 

 Exercise! Find an exercise routine that works for you. Movement is a key way to ensure that your body 

uses sugar in a productive way, and promotes restful sleep. Aim to exercise for 30 minutes, at least 3-4 

times per week, and try not to do vigorous work-outs before bed. Stretching and meditation before bed can 

help relax the body and prepare you for bed.  

 Better yet, exercise outdoors as much as possible. Natural light can help regulate the sleep-wake cycle.  

 Avoid stimulants such as caffeine, nicotine, and alcohol too close to bedtime. While alcohol can induce 

sleep, it prevents the restorative deep sleep cycles to occur, and can cause a decline in blood sugar 

that can lead to arousal during the night. One 8-12oz cup of coffee in the morning can help to start 

the day, but should not be had past 2 pm or consumed in excess, to ensure the effects are worn off 

by bed time.  



 
Relax into the evening: 
Find a routine that helps you relax in the evening, and does not include visual or auditory stimuli (such as TV or 

loud music). Allowing your body and mind to relax 1 hour before bed can help decompress from the day’s activities, 

and bring your mind and body to a state of rest.  
 For Anxiety: Neutral baths. This is a technique that creates an environment of low stimulus to the body, 

helping to decrease anxiety and preparing your body for a restful sleep.  

1. Start a bath with water that is close to body temperature  (between 97-99°F).  Relax in the 

bath for 10-30 minutes.  

2. Try adding Epsom salts (1 cup per gallon of water), to help relax muscles and place the body in a 

natural state of relaxation. 

 For Insomnia: Hot bath: if you don’t have time for a neutral bath, a hot bath or a hot shower for 5 minutes 

(or hot tubing before bed) can help decrease your body temperature when you get out, which can help put 

your body into a restful sleep. 

 Journal.  If you tend to ruminate about the day’s activities or emotional events, journaling 

your thoughts, frustration’s, and joys for the day can help release the thoughts from your 

mind, and allow your subconscious to think about sleep, instead of the tasks for the next day.  

 
Make sleep a routine: 
The hormones involved in our sleep-wake cycle like routine. Finding a sleep pattern that works for 

you will help set the body’s natural internal clock to produce the proper hormones of rest and wakefulness at the 

proper times.  
 Try to go to bed at the same time every night (preferably before 10pm when your cortisol level is at its 

lowest). Set the alarm to wake up at the same time every morning, even on weekends.  

 Only use your bed for sleep and sex. When we read, work, or eat in bed, our bodies begin to connect the 

bed with activities outside of sleep that require extra energy and can prevent deep sleep from occurring.  

 If you are not falling asleep within 20 minutes of lying down for the night, get up and try a low-

stimulation activity until you feel tired. If you toss and turn, your body becomes programed to toss and turn 

every night. If you break the cycle, you train your body to recognize the bed as a place for sleep and sex 

only.  

 
Identify and manage triggers that keep you up: 

 Do you tend to urinate frequently at night? Try to avoid drinking water or alcohol too close to bed 

time. If you are male, ensure that you are having routine prostate exams, and manage prostate 

symptoms with your primary care provider.  

 Does your pet jump on your bed or move around causing you to wake up? Keep 

pets outside the bedroom to prevent their actions from influencing your sleep.   

 Do you have hot flashes that wake you up?  Talk to your primary care provider 

about ways to manage estrogen levels that can influence sleep. Sleep in a cool 

environment, between 65-70° F to mimic our body’s natural decrease in 

temperature at night, keeping our bodies comfortable and relaxed in deep sleep.  

 
Stick with it! 
Change takes time. As with any change in habits, to begin to see a noticeable effect in your sleeping patterns, you 

need to make simple changes and stick with them for at least 1 month. Stay engaged with the sleep hygiene tips and 

tricks, and you will begin to sleep more soundly, and wake more rested.  


