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■ Exercise & Nap Timing Strategies ■ Stress & Anxiety Sleep Techniques

■ 14-Night Sleep Habit Tracker ■ Science Behind Every Tip

35%
of US adults get less than 7 hrs/night  (CDC)

70M
Americans have a chronic sleep disorder  (NIH)

$411B
annual US economic loss from sleep deprivation

Poor sleep isn't just fatigue — it raises your risk of heart disease, type 2 diabetes, obesity, depression, and

Alzheimer's. The good news: sleep hygiene is the most evidence-backed, zero-cost intervention available. This

guide gives you the exact strategies used by sleep researchers — tailored for American lifestyles, schedules, and

habits.

How to Use This Guide

1.  Read each section once to understand the why behind each strategy.

2.  Use the checklists nightly — don't try to implement everything at once.

3.  Start with your bedroom (Section 1) and evening routine (Section 3) — biggest impact.

4.  Use the 14-Night Tracker on the final pages to measure your progress.

SmartSleepCalc.com  |  Free Download  |  Share with anyone who needs better sleep
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■  Did You Know?
The CDC recommends adults aged 18–60 sleep at least 7 hours per night. Only 65% of American adults meet this target. The
strategies in this guide address the most common barriers — for free.
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1 The Sleep-Optimized Bedroom

Your bedroom environment is the highest-leverage sleep variable. Research from the National Sleep Foundation

shows that optimizing temperature, light, and sound can reduce sleep onset time by up to 40% and increase deep

sleep by 15–20%.

■■ Temperature — The Single Biggest Factor

Your core body temperature must drop 2–3°F to initiate sleep. The sweet spot for most American adults is 65–68°F

(18–20°C). Rooms above 75°F significantly suppress slow-wave (deep) sleep.

Temperature Effect on Sleep Recommendation

Below 60°F Can disrupt sleep onset, causes waking Add a blanket layer

65–68°F ■ OPTIMAL — maximum deep sleep Ideal thermostat setting

69–72°F Acceptable — mild REM suppression Use a fan for airflow

Above 75°F ■ Significantly reduces N3 & REM AC or cooling pad required

■ Darkness — Your Brain's Sleep Signal

Even small amounts of light suppress melatonin production. A 2019 study in the Journal of Clinical Endocrinology

found that room light before bedtime suppressed melatonin by 71% and shortened its duration by 90 minutes.

Blackout curtains or blackout blinds — block all streetlight and sunlight
Aim for complete darkness. Test: can you see your hand in front of your face? If yes, it's too bright.

Cover all LED standby lights (TV, router, smoke detector)
Use black electrical tape. A study found even a small LED can shift circadian timing.

Sleep mask as a backup or for travel
3D contoured masks (like Alaska Bear or Manta) don't press on eyes — better for side sleepers.

Red night light if you need to navigate at night
Red wavelengths (~650nm) do not suppress melatonin. Avoid white or blue night lights completely.

■ Sound — Silence vs. White Noise

Silence is ideal, but consistent background noise (40–50 dB) masks disruptive sounds like traffic, neighbors, or a

partner's snoring better than silence in a noisy environment.

Sound Type Best For Example Products

White noise General masking, city apartments LectroFan, Marpac Dohm
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Pink noise Deep sleep enhancement (research-backed) Brain.fm, MyNoise app

Brown noise Anxiety, racing thoughts YouTube, Calm app

Silence + earplugs Light sleepers, partner snoring Mack's Ultra Soft, Loop Quiet

Binaural beats (delta) Sleep onset difficulty Spotify sleep playlists

■  Science Note
A 2023 Northwestern University study found that pink noise played during slow-wave sleep increased memory consolidation
by 26% vs. silence. Try Brain.fm or the free MyNoise 'pink noise' setting.
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2 Your Morning Routine

What you do in the first 30 minutes after waking sets your circadian clock for the entire day — and determines how

well you'll sleep that night. This is the most underrated sleep hygiene factor.

■■ Morning Light — Your Circadian Anchor

Bright light in the morning (especially sunlight) triggers cortisol to peak appropriately, sets your 24-hour clock, and

ensures melatonin releases ~14–16 hours later — right when you want to sleep. This is backed by Stanford

neuroscientist Dr. Andrew Huberman's research and multiple peer-reviewed studies.

Within 30 min of waking: get outside or near a bright window
Goal: 100,000+ lux outdoors vs. 100–500 lux indoor artificial light. Even 5 minutes outside matters.

Overcast day? Stay out 2–3x longer
Overcast sky still provides 10,000–20,000 lux — still far more effective than indoor lighting.

Don't wear sunglasses during your morning light exposure
The light signal needs to reach your retinal ganglion cells. Regular glasses/contacts are fine.

Use a 10,000 lux light therapy box if you're in Alaska, Pacific NW, or work night shifts
Recommended brands: Carex, Verilux HappyLight, Northern Light Technology. Use within 30 min of waking.

■ Wake Timing — The Most Important Sleep Rule

A consistent wake time — even on weekends — is the single most powerful circadian anchor available. Irregular wake

times cause 'social jet lag,' which research links to increased obesity, depression, and cardiovascular risk.

■  SmartSleepCalc Tip
Use SmartSleepCalc.com to find your ideal bedtime based on your wake time and sleep cycle length (90 min for adults, 95
min for teens, 82 min for 55+). Waking mid-cycle causes sleep inertia regardless of total hours slept.

■ Morning Movement

Exercise — even a 10-minute brisk walk — in the morning helps consolidate circadian rhythms, reduces cortisol

reactivity throughout the day, and promotes deeper slow-wave sleep that night. A 2021 meta-analysis in Sleep

Medicine Reviews found morning exercise improved sleep quality scores by 23% vs. sedentary controls.

10-min walk

Most impactful per minute of effort

Yoga/stretching

Reduces evening cortisol

Strength training

Boosts N3 deep sleep by 15-20%

Cycling/running

Best for sleep onset speed
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3 Evening Wind-Down Protocol

Sleep isn't a switch — it's a gradual physiological process that requires preparation. Your nervous system needs

60–90 minutes to shift from alert to sleep-ready. The following protocol is based on CBT-I (Cognitive Behavioral

Therapy for Insomnia), the gold standard treatment endorsed by the American College of Physicians.

■ The 90-Minute Wind-Down Timeline

Time Before Bed Action Why It Works

3 hours No more alcohol Alcohol suppresses REM sleep and causes fragmented sleep in the 2nd half of the night

2 hours Finish any intense exercise Core temp needs 2hrs to drop enough for sleep initiation

2 hours Last large meal Digestion raises core temp and competes with sleep-onset cooling

90 minutes Begin dimming all lights Triggers melatonin release — bright light delays this by 90+ min

90 minutes End screens (or use glasses) Blue light from screens suppresses melatonin by 50% at arm's length

60 minutes Warm bath or shower The post-bath temperature drop mimics sleep's natural cooling signal

60 minutes Write tomorrow's to-do list Externalizes open tasks — reduces sleep-onset rumination by 42% (Baylor 2018)

30 minutes Low-stimulation activity only Reading (paper), light stretching, calm podcast — no news, no email

Bedtime Same time every night ±20 min Consistency is the most evidence-backed circadian anchor available

■ The Warm Bath/Shower Trick (Science-Backed)

A 10-minute warm bath (104°F/40°C) taken 1–2 hours before bedtime reduces sleep onset time by an average of 10

minutes and increases slow-wave sleep by up to 15%, according to a 2019 meta-analysis of 13 studies in Sleep

Medicine Reviews. The mechanism: warm water draws blood to the surface, then rapid cooling afterward mimics the

body's natural pre-sleep temperature drop.

■■  Avoid This Common Mistake
Don't get in bed before you're sleepy, even if it's your 'bedtime.' Lying awake in bed trains your brain to associate bed with
wakefulness (conditioned arousal). If you're not asleep in 20 minutes, get up and do something calm in dim light until sleepy.
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4 Food, Caffeine & Alcohol Timing

■ Caffeine — America's Most Used Sleep Disruptor

Caffeine has a half-life of 5–7 hours in most adults. That means a 2 PM coffee still has 50% of its caffeine in your

system at 8 PM — and 25% at midnight. The American Academy of Sleep Medicine recommends cutting off caffeine

by 2 PM for a 10 PM bedtime. Some people (slow CYP1A2 metabolizers) need a noon cutoff.

Source Caffeine (mg) Half-Life Hours Cutoff for 10 PM Bedtime

Espresso (1 shot) 63 mg 5–7 hrs 2:00 PM

Drip coffee (8 oz) 95 mg 5–7 hrs 2:00 PM

Cold brew (12 oz) 150–260 mg 5–7 hrs 12:00–1:00 PM

Green tea (8 oz) 28 mg 5–7 hrs 3:30 PM

Energy drink (16 oz) 150–300 mg 5–7 hrs 11:00 AM–12:00 PM

Pre-workout 150–400 mg 5–7 hrs Before 11:00 AM

Dark chocolate (1 oz) 12 mg 5–7 hrs 4:00 PM

Decaf coffee (8 oz) 2–15 mg 5–7 hrs OK before bed (usually)

■ Alcohol — The Sleep Saboteur

Despite feeling sedating, alcohol is one of the most damaging substances for sleep quality. It suppresses REM sleep,

causes nighttime fragmentation as it metabolizes, and activates the stress system in the early morning hours —

causing early awakening.

Alcohol Timing Effect on Sleep Risk Level

3+ hrs before bed Minimal effect on sleep architecture Low risk

2 hrs before bed Mild REM suppression in 2nd half of night Moderate

1 hr before bed Significant REM loss, fragmentation High

At bedtime Severe REM suppression, early awakening, sweating Very High

■ Foods That Help vs. Hurt Sleep

■ EAT: Sleep-Promoting Foods ■ AVOID: Sleep-Disrupting Foods

Tart cherries (natural melatonin source) Spicy foods (raise core temp, cause reflux)
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Kiwi fruit — 2/night improved sleep onset by 35% (Taipei study) High-sugar foods (blood sugar spikes cause waking)

Walnuts (contain serotonin and melatonin) High-fat meals within 3 hrs of bed (slow digestion)

Magnesium-rich foods: spinach, pumpkin seeds, almonds Caffeinated foods after 2 PM (see caffeine table above)

Complex carbs (oatmeal, sweet potato) 3+ hrs before bed Alcohol within 2–3 hrs of bed

Chamomile tea, passionflower tea — mild anxiolytic Tyramine-rich foods at night: aged cheese, cured meats
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5 Screen & Light Exposure

Light is the most powerful external cue for your circadian clock. Modern American life exposes us to bright light late at

night and insufficient light in the morning — the opposite of what our biology expects. Correcting this is free and

fast-acting.

■ The Blue Light Problem

Blue light (450–490nm wavelengths) is detected by melanopsin-containing retinal ganglion cells that connect directly

to the suprachiasmatic nucleus — your brain's master clock. Exposure after dark sends a powerful 'it's daytime' signal,

suppressing melatonin and delaying sleep onset by 30–90 minutes.

Stop all screens 90 minutes before bed (ideal)
TV, phone, tablet, laptop — all emit blue light. Audiobooks and podcasts are fine.

If you can't stop screens, use blue-light blocking glasses
Look for glasses blocking 95%+ of blue light (450–490nm). THL, Ra Optics, Swanwick brands.

Enable Night Shift (iPhone) or Night Mode (Android) from sunset
Set to 'warm' or 'extra warm.' Not a substitute for stopping screens but helps.

Dim all screens to minimum brightness in the evening
Brightness matters as much as color temperature. Dim + warm = minimal circadian disruption.

Never use your phone in bed
Trains your brain to associate bed with alertness. Charge your phone in another room.

Replace bedroom TV with a speaker or Kindle with e-ink screen
E-ink displays emit significantly less blue light than LED screens.

■ Evening Lighting Setup

Light Source Lux (approx) Evening OK? Notes

Overhead LED (cool white) 300–500 lux ■ No Switch off 90 min before bed

Table/floor lamp (warm bulb) 30–100 lux ■ Yes 2700K or lower color temp

Dimmed warm LED (2700K) 10–50 lux ■ Best Ideal for last 60 min before bed

Candlelight 1–10 lux ■ Best Natural red/orange spectrum, minimal impact

Red-spectrum bulb <5 lux ■ Best Zero melatonin suppression, ideal nightlight

Smartphone screen (max) ~500 lux 12" away ■ No One of the worst light sources at night
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6 Exercise & Nap Timing

Exercise is one of the most powerful sleep interventions — but timing matters. A landmark 2023 study in Nature

Communications (29,836 participants) found that morning and afternoon exercise significantly improved sleep quality,

while late-night vigorous exercise delayed sleep onset in 60% of participants.

■■ Exercise Timing Guide

Time of Day Exercise Type Sleep Effect Rating

6–8 AM Any intensity Best circadian anchor, boosts evening melatonin ■■■■■

8 AM–12 PM Any intensity Excellent — promotes deeper N3 sleep ■■■■■

12–4 PM Any intensity Good — slight cortisol impact, minimal sleep disruption ■■■■

4–6 PM Moderate only OK — intense exercise here may delay sleep onset slightly ■■■

6–8 PM Light only (yoga, walking) Caution — vigorous exercise delays sleep by 30–60 min ■■

After 9 PM Avoid vigorous exercise Raises core temp and cortisol — significantly disrupts sleep ■

■ The Science of Napping

Napping is culturally underutilized in the US but is one of the most effective performance tools available. NASA

research found a 26-minute nap improved pilot alertness by 54% and performance by 34%. The key is type, timing,

and duration.

Nap Type Duration Best Time Best For Avoid If...

Power Nap 10–20 min 12:00–2:00 PM Alertness, focus, mood Having insomnia

Caffeine Nap 20 min (coffee first) 1:00–2:00 PM Max alertness boost Caffeine-sensitive

Stage 2 Nap 30 min 1:00–3:00 PM Memory consolidation (exams, learning) Night shift workers

Full Cycle Nap 90 min 12:00–2:00 PM Physical recovery, creativity Insomnia, late afternoon

Avoid 60 min Any time N/A Causes grogginess (sleep inertia mid-cycle)

■  Caffeine Nap Technique
Drink a full cup of coffee, then immediately lie down for 20 minutes. Caffeine takes 20 minutes to absorb — so you wake up
just as it kicks in. Used by NASA pilots and UK lorry drivers. Shown to outperform either coffee or napping alone.
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7 Stress & Anxiety Sleep Techniques

Anxiety and racing thoughts are the #1 reported cause of insomnia in the US (American Psychological Association,

2023). The techniques below are drawn from CBT-I, the most evidence-backed treatment for chronic insomnia —

shown to work better than sleep medication in 7 out of 10 clinical trials.

4-7-8 Breathing (Dr.

Andrew Weil)

Inhale 4 sec → Hold 7 sec → Exhale 8 sec. Repeat 4x. Activates

parasympathetic nervous system within minutes. Best done in bed before sleep.

Clinical studies show HR reduction of 8-10 BPM within 3 cycles.

Progressive Muscle

Relaxation (PMR)

Tense each muscle group for 5 seconds, then release. Start at feet, work up to

face. Takes 10–15 minutes. A 2021 meta-analysis found PMR reduced sleep

onset time by avg 14 minutes.

Worry Journaling

(Stimulus Control)

15 minutes before bed: write all worries plus a single concrete next action for

each. Externalizes open loops. A 2018 Baylor University RCT found writing a

to-do list reduced sleep onset time by an average of 9 minutes vs. diary

journaling.

Cognitive Restructuring Challenge catastrophic sleep thoughts: 'I MUST get 8 hours or tomorrow is

ruined.' Replace with: 'Even 5–6 hours will allow me to function — and one bad

night does not cause lasting harm.' Reducing sleep anxiety paradoxically

improves sleep onset.

Sleep Restriction Therapy If you're in bed for 9 hours but only sleeping 6: restrict time in bed to 6.5 hours for

1–2 weeks. This builds 'sleep pressure' and consolidates fragmented sleep. Only

use under guidance if you have severe insomnia. Most effective CBT-I

component.
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8 Sleep Disorder Red Flags — When to See a Doctor

Sleep hygiene helps most people — but some sleep problems require medical evaluation. The conditions below affect

millions of Americans and are frequently underdiagnosed. If any of the following apply, see your primary care doctor

or request a sleep medicine referral.

■ Sleep Apnea Symptoms: Loud snoring, gasping for air, morning headaches, excessive daytime

sleepiness, waking unrefreshed despite 7–8 hours. Affects 30 million Americans

(most undiagnosed). Gold standard test: Home Sleep Apnea Test (HSAT) or in-lab

polysomnography. Treatments: CPAP, oral appliance (mandibular advancement),

Inspire implant, weight loss.

■ Restless Leg
Syndrome (RLS)

Symptoms: Irresistible urge to move legs in the evening, creeping/crawling

sensations, worsens at rest, improves with movement. Affects 7–10% of US adults.

Often misdiagnosed as anxiety. Rule out iron deficiency first — ferritin below 50

ng/mL is a common, treatable cause.

■ Idiopathic
Hypersomnia /
Narcolepsy

Symptoms: Excessive daytime sleepiness despite adequate nighttime sleep, sleep

attacks, cataplexy (sudden muscle weakness). Get an MSLT (Multiple Sleep

Latency Test) if suspected. Narcolepsy is massively underdiagnosed — average

time to diagnosis is 10 years.

■ Circadian Rhythm
Disorders

Symptoms: Unable to fall asleep until 2–4 AM (Delayed Sleep Phase), falling

asleep at 7–8 PM (Advanced Sleep Phase), or irregular sleep with no consistent

pattern. Common in teens and night-shift workers. Treat with strategic light therapy

and melatonin timing.

■ Chronic Insomnia
Disorder

Definition: Difficulty falling or staying asleep 3+ nights/week for 3+ months, causing

daytime impairment. 10–15% of US adults meet criteria. First-line treatment: CBT-I

(not sleeping pills). Ask your doctor for a referral or try digital CBT-I apps: Sleepio,

Somryst.

■  Finding a Sleep Doctor
Search 'sleep medicine specialist near [your city]' or use the AASM's sleep center locator at
sleepeducation.org/sleep-center-locator. Most in-lab sleep studies and home sleep apnea tests are covered by insurance
(Medicare and most private plans). Ask your PCP for a referral.
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9 14-Night Sleep Tracker

Track your sleep habits for 14 nights to identify patterns and measure progress. Fill in each evening and morning. Use

the weekly score to see your trends.

Night Bedtime Wake Time Hrs Slept Caffeine Cutoff? Screens Off? Bed Temp OK? Morning Light? Mood (1-5) Energy (1-5)

1 _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

2 _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

3 _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

4 _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

5 _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

6 _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

7 _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

8 ★ _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

9 _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

10 _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

11 _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

12 _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

13 _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

14 _____ _____ _____ Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N _ _

Weekly Summary

Week 1 (Nights 1–7) Week 2 (Nights 8–14) Change

Avg Hours Slept _________ _________ ▲ ___

Avg Mood Score _________ _________ ▲ ___

Avg Energy Score _________ _________ ▲ ___

Nights hit caffeine cutoff ____ / 7 ____ / 7 ▲ ___

Nights screens off on time ____ / 7 ____ / 7 ▲ ___

Nights got morning light ____ / 7 ____ / 7 ▲ ___
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10 Quick-Reference Cheat Sheet

Cut this page out or save it to your phone. Everything on one page.

■ TIMING RULES ■■ BEDROOM RULES

• Wake same time daily (±20 min), even weekends •

Bedtime = wake time minus sleep cycles (Use

SmartSleepCalc.com for exact time) • No caffeine after 2

PM (noon if sensitive) • No alcohol within 3 hrs of bed • No

large meals within 2 hrs of bed • No vigorous exercise after

8 PM • Screens off 90 min before bed • Begin dimming

lights 90 min before bed • Warm bath 60–90 min before

bed

• Temperature: 65–68°F (18–20°C) • Complete darkness

(blackout curtains) • Cover all LED standby lights •

White/pink noise if noisy environment • Bed = sleep and

sex only (no phones, TV) • Get out of bed if awake >20 min

• No clock-watching (turn clock away) • Invest in a good

pillow for your sleep position • Keep pets off the bed if

you're a light sleeper • No work in the bedroom

■ MORNING ROUTINE ■ EVENING ROUTINE

• Wake at your consistent time — no snooze • Get outside

within 30 min (5–10 min minimum) • No sunglasses during

morning light exposure • Drink 16–20 oz water before

coffee • Delay caffeine 90 min after waking if possible

(cortisol already peaked — save caffeine for later) • Do 10+

min of movement • Cold shower optional (boosts cortisol at

right time)

• 3 hrs before: no alcohol • 2 hrs before: finish eating, finish

hard exercise • 90 min before: dim all lights, start winding

down • 90 min before: screens off (or blue-light glasses) •

60 min before: warm bath or shower • 60 min before: write

to-do list / journal • 30 min before: reading, stretching, calm

podcast • Bedtime: consistent within ±20 minutes nightly
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Calculate Your Perfect Bedtime
Use our free sleep cycle calculator to find your exact ideal bedtime and wake time — tailored to your age, sleep

cycles, and schedule.

SmartSleepCalc.com


