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We spend about a third of our lives doing just 
one thing: sleeping! This basic need may seem 
rather—basic, but that doesn’t make it any 
less essential. Getting a good night’s sleep is a 
worthwhile investment that will pay dividends 
on your physical and mental wellbeing. Sleep 
is your friend, which makes spending quality 
time in bed crucial. But banishing insomnia 
from the bedroom isn’t always easy.

The aim of this guide is to help you understand 
and improve your sleep health. In the following 
pages, you’ll find many tips and tricks to 
incorporate into your daily routine that will set 
you sailing off to the Land of Nod.

DID YOU KNOW… 
> One out of every three adults has  
 trouble falling asleep, staying asleep,  
 or getting quality sleep.

> One in every ten adults has a sleep  
 disorder that has a negative 
 impact during the day.
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SLEEP vs.  
INSOMNIA
Sleep stages
There are five different stages in a typical night’s sleep. Your 
body cycles through these stages all night long. Here are the 
main characteristics of each stage in the sleep cycle:

Stage 1
Falling asleep

Your awareness of the outside world decreases. Your thoughts 
wander. This stage makes up 3–5% of your night.

Stage 2
Light sleep

It’s relatively easy to wake up, even though you are genuinely 
asleep. This stage makes up 50–60% of your night.
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Stages 3 & 4
Deep sleep

This is where you get your high-quality sleep. It’s also the sleep 
stage that’s hardest wake up from.
Your body is only dimly aware of the outside world and will 
respond only to strong stimuli or stimuli that have direct meaning 
for you (e.g., a baby crying, someone saying your name).
These stages mostly happen during the first half of the night and 
make up 10–20% of your sleep time.

Stage 5
REM (rapid eye movement) sleep

This stage is characterized by the rapid movement of your eyes 
under their lids, a mobile face and immobile body, and a highly 
active brain. REM sleep takes place mostly in the second half of 
the night and is the stage most associated with dreaming.You 
spend about 20–25% of your night in this stage.
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Is sleeping a waste of time?
Some people see sleep as a real waste of time. But the 
benefits of a good night’s sleep are felt the very next day. 
From heightened alertness and performance to better moods, 
there are many reasons for ensuring you get a good night’s 
sleep. Sleeping well also helps you assimilate new information, 
solve problems, process your feelings, and even guard against 
certain illnesses.

What is a good night’s sleep?
There are no hard and fast rules about how many hours of 
sleep you need. The time spent sleeping varies greatly between 
individuals and from one stage of life to the next. But experts do 
agree that our average sleep needs fall into a certain range at 
each stage of life. The table on the following page gives you the 
numbers on sleep according to age. Keep in mind that they are 
averages, and that your own needs may vary. The important 
thing is to feel rested when you wake up. Some people need 
more sleep to function, while for others, a few hours is enough. 
A good night’s sleep is all about listening to your biological clock 
to get the right amount of sleep for you.
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Life stage
Average hours of  
sleep recommended  
over a 24-hour period

Newborn 0–3 months 14-17
Baby 4–11 months 12-15
Toddler 1–2 years 11-14
Preschooler 3–5 years 10-13
Child 6–13 years 9-11
Teen 14–17 years 8-10
Young adult 18–25 years 7-9
Adult 26–64 years 7-9
Adult 65 years and over 7-8

Average sleep needs  
per stage of life

Source: https://sleepfoundation.org/

The notion that the hours of sleep 
before midnight are the most 
restorative is an urban legend!

DID YOU 
KNOW…
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Insomnia, you’ve really got  
a hold on me…
What’s more unpleasant than getting out of bed feeling like 
you’ve just pulled an all-nighter? When you have the same 
feeling every day for several days and it impacts your quality 
of life, you may want to ask yourself if it’s a case of insomnia.
But keep in mind that sleep quality and how people assess it can 
vary greatly between individuals. That’s why it’s hard to come 
up with a clear and simple definition of insomnia. Generally, 
though, insomnia comes in three different forms:

 > Trouble falling asleep at bedtime (sleep-onset  
  insomnia)—takes over 30 minutes to fall asleep
 >  Waking up frequently or for a significant amount  
  of time—30 minutes or more
 > Waking up too early in the morning and being unable  
  to fall back asleep—less than 6.5 hours of sleep
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Depending on how long it lasts, insomnia can also be:

 > Transitional: Lasts about two or three days. Often  
  related to worries or personal problems or other short- 
  term disturbances (e.g., taking a stimulant, like coffee).

 > Acute: Lasts a few days and up to a maximum of  
  three months. Reaction to a difficult situation (e.g.,  
  death, getting fired).

 > Chronic: Over three months. The insomnia persists. May  
  be related to a health problem such as depression or  
  chronic pain. Sometimes it can turn into a vicious cycle:  
  anxiety about not being able to fall asleep keeps you  
  awake! In some rarer cases, there is no clear cause or  
  explanation for the insomnia.
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What are the risk factors?
No one is immune to the possibility of developing insomnia at 
some point in their lives. However, several known factors make 
insomnia more likely, including: 

 > Aging
As the brain ages, the last two stages of deep sleep grow 
considerably shorter, which means more time is spent 
in light sleep stages, and nocturnal wake-ups become 
more frequent. That means less sleep at night overall. 
But the time spent sleeping over a 24-hour period 
remains the same. Some medication can make it harder 
to sleep. To find out if your medication could be causing 
your insomnia, check with your healthcare professional.

 > Being a woman
Being a woman comes with 
its share of hormonal changes 
related to menstruation, 
pregnancy, and menopause. 
These hormonal changes can 
sometimes cause insomnia.
     



 >  11

 > Certain chronic illnesses 
  Certain illnesses, including asthma, heart failure, gastro- 
  oesophageal reflux, and arthritis, can cause insomnia.

 > Sleep apnea and restless leg  
  syndrome

These two health problems can 
cause insomnia.

 > Daily stress and poor mental  
  or emotional health

Events such as the loss of a loved one or a job can be 
psychologically disturbing and bring on thoughts that 
keep you up all night.
People suffering from anxiety or depression are 
sometimes prone to insomnia. Anxious people may find 
themselves overwhelmed by stress-inducing thoughts 
before bedtime, since there are fewer distractions to 
keep them from worrying! As for depression, it can 
disturb your sleep, keep you awake, or make you want 
to sleep virtually around the clock.
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 > Substances and prescription drugs that inhibit sleep  
Coffee, tea, chocolate, soft drinks, energy drinks, 
tobacco, alcohol, and drugs can all affect the quality  
of your sleep. Some prescription drugs can also 
interfere with your sleep. For more information,  
talk to your health professional.

 > Poor sleeping environment 
If you’re trying to sleep in a space 
that has too much light or noise, is 
too hot or too cold, and you’re on 
an uncomfortable mattress to boot, 
you’ve got all the right ingredients 
for insomnia!

 > Changes in schedule  
  or sleep routine

Travelling to a different time zone, 
working at night, or keeping an 
irregular schedule are all frequent 
causes of insomnia, since they  
disrupt proper sleep hygiene. It’s 
also quite common to experience 
insomnia when you spend the night 
at a hotel or a friend’s house.
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Sleep hygiene is a combination of all the 
habits and elements of your daily routine 
that influence how you sleep. When you 
have good sleep hygiene, you’re more 
likely to enjoy restorative sleep.

DID YOU 
KNOW…
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SLEEPING HABITS:  
FACT OR FICTION  

How to prevent 
insomnia
With insomnia, several factors often come into play. Luckily, 
some are relatively easy to address. You can take steps to 
guard against insomnia or reduce the number of nights spent 
tossing and turning.

Below, we’ll dispel some common myths about sleep, so you 
can make meaningful improvements. The various improve-
ments we suggest are considered effective if they shorten the 
time it takes to fall asleep or prolong your sleep time by at least 
30 minutes. These simple and effective tips can really improve 
the quality of your sleep and are key to good sleep hygiene. 
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Fiction
I can go to bed and get up when I want,  
as long as I get about the same amount of  
sleep each night.

FACT. It’s important to keep your internal clock consistent, both 
for when you go to bed and when you get up! Strange though it 
may seem, if you want to set a regular bedtime, start by getting 
up at the same time! And don’t go to bed until you actually feel 
tired. Signs of drowsiness, such as yawning or heavy eyes, tell 
you it’s time to hit the hay. As much as possible, try to get to 
bed at the same time each night. And on weekends, it’s best to 
rise and shine at the same time as on weekdays.

Fiction
If I don’t get enough sleep one night, it’s no big deal.  
I can just make up for it tomorrow.

FACT. Bad news! You can’t make up for lost sleep or catch 
some extra Zzzs now to prepare for shorter nights to come. 
Your body needs to spend a certain amount of time awake and 
asleep every 24 hours in order to be fully functional.
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Fiction
I’ll sleep better if I work out before  
going to bed.

FACT. Physical activity can help you get a good night’s sleep—
if you choose the right time of day for it. Health experts 
recommend exercising for about 30 minutes each day. But 
intense physical activity in the hours before you go to bed will 
act as a stimulant and could make it harder for you to get to 
sleep.
Try to schedule calmer activities at night, especially before 
bedtime. It’s a great time to read, listen to relaxing music, craft, 
take a leisurely walk, or practice yoga, meditation, or mindful 
relaxation. Give yourself at least an hour before bedtime to 
relax. Sticking to a regular bedtime routine can also help you 
fall asleep, since your mind and body will pick up on the cues 
that it’s time to go to bed. It can be as simple as brushing your 
teeth, putting on your pyjamas, and reading for 15 minutes.
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The ideal nap for adults is  
10–20 minutes. Anything more,  
and you could wake up 
feeling groggy.

DID YOU 
KNOW…

Fiction
I get tired around 5 p.m. I should take a nap so that I have 
enough energy for the rest of the evening.

FACT. After a hard day’s work, it can be tempting to lie down 
on the couch for a little nap. You’ll feel better when you get 
up, but when it’s time to go to bed, you’ll be less tired and will 
have a harder time getting to sleep. Naps interfere with your 
rhythm of sleeping and waking. Ideally, those who suffer from 
insomnia should avoid napping altogether. But if you can’t help 
it, it’s okay to take a nap before 3 p.m.
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Fiction
I’ve been in bed for an hour and I’m still not asleep. 
No way am I getting up—if I just lie here I’ll fall asleep 
eventually…

FACT. When you don’t fall asleep or wake up in the middle 
of the night and can’t get back to sleep, it’s better to get up 
and wait to feel sleepy before going back to bed. If you’ve 
been awake for more than 20 minutes, it’s time to get up. Try 
doing something that will make you sleepy. Relax under low 
lighting while you read, listen to music, or practice relaxation 
techniques.

ANOTHER TRICK: 
Avoid checking the time at night, since  
it’s tempting to calculate how much  
sleep you’ve gotten and how many  
hours you have left—a useless  
source of stress.
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Fiction
I’m going to go relax in bed before going  
to sleep—and check my emails  
while I’m at it.

FACT. Reading emails can seem like a low-key activity, but 
it’s actually stimulating. TVs, cellphones, tablets, and laptops 
should all be banished from the bedroom. These devices 
all produce a lot of light, causing a delay in the secretion of 
melatonin—a hormone that plays a vital role in the sleep cycle.
Use your bedroom for sleep and  
sex only. But reading with a  
book or e-reader for up to 20 minutes  
is perfectly fine.
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Fiction
I’ll have a little glass of wine,  
it’ll help me sleep.

FACT. Alcohol can help you fall asleep. But it hinders your sleep 
quality. Your sleep will be less restorative and you’re likely to 
wake up feeling tired. Drugs have the same effect.
More useful information: You should limit your intake of stimu-
lants such as coffee, tea, chocolate, caffeinated soft drinks, and 
energy drinks at least five hours before you go to bed. Finally, 
it can be a good idea to cut down on liquids in the evenings to 
avoid making frequent trips to the bathroom at night.

CAUTION 
Some prescription drugs and 
natural remedies can act as  
stimulants and hinder your sleep.  
Just ask your health  
professional for advice.
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TRICKS AND TIPS   
to help you get to sleep
Create a sleep haven!
It’s easier to sleep in a place that’s made for sleeping. Your 
bedroom should be set up to maximize sleep time. Here are a 
few simple features of every good bedroom:

 > Calm
Keeping exterior and interior ambient noise down to a 
minimum is key. Earplugs can be an effective solution.

 > Dark
Melatonin (the “sleep hormone”) is secreted in times of 
low light exposure, so having a dark bedroom is key to 
getting a good night’s sleep. Install curtains that keep 
your room nice and dark. Remember to soften the 
lighting in the evening and at bedtime.
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 > Not too warm or too cold
When your room is too hot, it takes more time to fall 
asleep and can cause you to wake up for short periods 
of time during the night. A bedroom that’s too cool can 
also keep you from falling asleep, because your body 
feels the cold. The ideal temperature recommended is 
around 18oC.
It’s important to find a happy medium, but remember: a 
small drop in body temperature helps you sleep. Pro tip: 
Add covers as needed.

 > Comfortable mattress 
It may seem trivial, but a good mattress will help to 
improve the quality of your sleep. Same goes for your 
pillow!
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You sleep what you eat!
Our diet has an impact on many aspects of our lives, including 
sleep. The better the quality of the foods on your plate, the 
better you’ll sleep at night. Certain digestive problems can 
affect your sleep quality: 

 > Gastro-oesophageal reflux 
Some foods can cause acid reflux. Lying down can 
amplify this effect and cause a burning sensation in the 
oesophagus that disrupts your sleep. Possible causes 
include acidic foods such as citrus fruit and tomatoes, 
spicy foods, coffee, and tea. Figure out which foods 
give you trouble and reduce your intake or avoid them 
altogether.

 > Eating too much 
Eating too much at dinner or too close to bedtime can 
make it harder for you to get a good night’s sleep. The 
digestive system needs to concentrate on the food to 
be digested. Going to bed slows this process down and 
hinders digestion. This in turn can cause bloating and 
cramps that bother you in your sleep. Helpful hint: Avoid 
eating too much at dinnertime; eat more at breakfast and 
lunch instead.
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 > Not eating enough
If you go to bed hungry, your body will send you a signal 
to let you know that it needs nutrients, which will keep 
you awake. In short, it’s best to eat proper, balanced 
meals on a regular schedule.

Banish stress before going to bed!
You may have had a hard and stressful day, but if you bring 
that baggage with you to the bedroom, the next day is likely 
to be just as bad, or worse! You’ll sleep less soundly and still be 
tired when you wake up. Of course, “banishing stress” is easier 
said than done. It takes practice! 
Try taking a break at the end of your day to determine the 
sources of stress and identify possible solutions. Obviously you 
won’t be able to solve everything at once, but pinpointing your 
current problems and deciding when you want to address them 
will reduce your level of stress. Make a list of your worries or the 
things you need to do or remember the next day. That way you 
won’t keep turning them over in your head so you can enjoy a 
good night’s sleep!



 >  25

As a reminder, here are the tricks for getting  
a good night’s sleep:

• Stick to a regular sleeping schedule. 

• Opt for calmer activities in the evening.

• Avoid taking naps after 3 p.m. And don’t nap for  
 more than 30–45 minutes. (Ideally, keep it  
 down to 10–20 minutes.)

• Don’t stay in bed if you’re still awake after 20 minutes.

• Use your bedroom for sleep and sex only.

• Limit your intake of stimulants such as coffee, tea,  
 chocolate, caffeinated soft drinks, and energy drinks  
 at least five hours before you go to bed.

• Turn your bedroom into a sleep haven: calm, dark,  
 not too hot or cold, comfortable mattress and pillows.

• Eat a healthy, balanced diet, and avoid eating  
 right before bedtime.

• Banish stress before bed by writing down what you  
 need to do and what you’re worried about.
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TREATING  
insomnia
Insomnia can be treated in a number of ways. The good habits 
offered in this guide are part of any treatment, since they 
contribute to good sleep hygiene. Even with all the tricks and 
tips out there to help you get a good night’s sleep, insomnia 
sometimes refuses to go away and can seriously affect your 
daily life. To get rid of your insomnia, it’s important to find the 
cause and deal with it. In some cases, medication can be used 
to help you rest and get up and running again.
When treating insomnia, the main goals are to prevent the 
symptoms during the day, get a decent night’s sleep, and take 
steps to improve your sleep before the problem becomes re-
current. Ideally, you’ll be able to develop a normal sleep routine 
without having to take any medication.
Remember that insomnia can be a symptom of a larger physical 
or psychological health issue. If you continue to have trouble 
sleeping, a medical evaluation is in order. Don’t be shy about 
discussing it with your healthcare professional!
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Over-the-counter drugs
Diphenhydramine is the main active ingredient in most over-
the-counter sleeping pills. This drug should only be used for 
short-term treatment of temporary insomnia. In pharmacies, 
diphenhydramine is sold on its own or in combination with 
other medications to treat other conditions, such as pain. 
Unfortunately, it also comes with side effects that range 
from dry mouth to disorientation in some individuals. Drug-
induced sleep is often non-restorative and can cause residual, 
hangover-like grogginess the next day. Before taking over-the-
counter sleep medication, be sure to talk to your healthcare 
professional!

CAUTION
Prescription and over-the-counter drugs and natural 
health products to help you sleep may not be right 
for you. Health professionals are uniquely qualified 
to review possible interactions with your other  
medication and make specific recommendations 
about each type of product.
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Natural health products
Melatonin, aka “the sleep hormone,” has grown in popularity 
in the past few years. The body produces melatonin to tell the 
brain that it’s dark out and time to go to bed. This function can 
get thrown off in some individuals, especially travellers (due to 
the time zone changes), shift workers, and those with certain 
health conditions. In such cases, if the insomnia is related to low 
melatonin levels, taking a supplement can be fairly effective. 
It’s not a sleeping pill, but rather a product that promotes sleep 
without inducing it.
Other products such as valerian, passion flower, lemon balm, 
and hops can be sleeping aids due to their calming properties 
and other effects. Don’t forget to consult a health care profes-
sional before using these products to make sure they are right 
for you.
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Prescription drugs
If your insomnia persists despite efforts to improve your sleep 
hygiene, see your doctor to evaluate the options available for 
restoring your healthy sleep cycle. Sleeping pills—an umbrella 
term for several different prescription drugs—won’t address 
the cause of your insomnia. But they’ll help you recuperate 
and be less tired by inducing sleep or reducing your anxiety. It’s 
important to follow your health professional’s recommendations 
whenever you take sleeping pills.

Psychological help
Sometimes it’s hard to change your sleeping habits—and the 
way you view sleep—all by yourself. Don’t be afraid to ask your 
health professional for help. He or she will be able to refer you 
to someone who can help you get back on track. Some studies 
have even shown that approaches focused on helping patients 
voluntarily shift their behaviour and perceptions around sleep 
can be more effective in controlling insomnia than medication.
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Conclusion
Sleep disorders are a common problem—no one’s entirely 
immune. By following the rules for good sleep hygiene outlined 
in this guide as part of your daily routine, you’ll improve your 
odds of enjoying a night of sweet repose. Keep the tips and 
tricks that we saw previously in mind, and put a few into 
practice. You’ll be surprised at the results! Good night and 
sweet dreams!
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Sources and useful links
Canadian Sleep  
Society http://scs-css.ca/

Fondation sommeil (French only) 
http://fondationsommeil.com/

Centre d’étude des troubles du sommeil (French only) 
www.cets.ulaval.ca

Mental Health Services, Help and Support  
www.ementalhealth.ca

www.professionsante.ca 

www.familiprix.com
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Plan to Stay in Shape Today

Only pharmacists are responsible for the professional activities of the pharmacy practice. 
They use various tools such as the PSST! (Plan to Stay in Shape Today) program.


