Chronic insomnia is a stubborn and frustrating problem, especially for older adults. Many reach for over-the-
counter supplements or “miracle” sleep aids, hoping for a quick fix. But what really works? The truth is, it's rarely
pills or powders. Instead, effective treatment starts with understanding the unique changes aging
https://racinecountyeye.com/2026/09/14/sleep-changes-after-60-helps/ brings to sleep and harnessing evidence-

based therapies and practical tools that improve rest safely.

Why Older Adults Still Need Enough Quality Sleep

It's a common myth that older adults need less sleep. The reality? Most people age 65 and older still require 7 to 8
hours of sleep per night for optimal health. What changes with age is not so much the quantity, but the quality

and pattern of sleep.

Changes in Sleep with Age
® Lighter, More Fragmented Sleep: Aging reduces deep slow-wave sleep and REM sleep, so sleep feels less
restorative.

* Earlier Circadian Clock: Older adults often experience a phase advance — meaning they get sleepy earlier in

the evening and wake up earlier in the morning.

* More Nighttime Awakenings: Factors like needing to use the bathroom (nocturia), pain, or restless legs can

cause frequent sleep interruptions.

Because sleep becomes less consolidated, it's understandable that older adults often feel they “don't sleep well.”

But this fragmentation is not inevitable or untreatable.

Treating The Underlying Causes of Insomnia in Older Adults

Before jumping to supplements, it's crucial to identify and treat any underlying conditions that commonly disrupt
sleep. Many older adults don't get asked about these during routine clinic visits, but ignoring them only leads to

more frustration and poor sleep.




Common Treatable Conditions

Condition How It Disrupts Sleep What To Do Sleep Apnea Repeated airway blockage causes nighttime
awakenings and poor oxygenation. Get a sleep study and use CPAP or other prescribed devices. Restless Legs
Syndrome (RLS) Uncomfortable leg sensations cause difficulty falling or staying asleep. Consult a doctor for
appropriate medication and lifestyle changes. Nocturia Frequent nighttime bathroom trips fragment sleep. Limit
evening fluids, check medications, and evaluate bladder health. Chronic Pain Pain can make it hard to get
comfortable and stay asleep. Work with healthcare providers on pain management plans. Depression or Anxiety
These mental health conditions profoundly impact sleep initiation and maintenance. Seek therapy and/or

medication to address mood disorders.

Why Supplements and Over-the-Counter Sleep Aids Often Fail

Despite their popularity, sleep supplements—Iike melatonin, valerian root, or herbal blends—offer limited evidence

of real benefit, especially for chronic insomnia. Here's why:

1. Timing Matters: Not knowing the exact time you took melatonin makes it useless or even disruptive.

Melatonin works best if taken 1-2 hours before desired bedtime, aligned with your internal clock.

2. Dose and Formulation: Many products contain inconsistent dosing, and “natural” does not mean safe or

effective.

3. Do Not Address Root Causes: Supplements do not fix underlying pain, sleep apnea, or circadian rhythm
shifts.

4. Can Increase Nighttime Bathroom Trips and Falls: Some cause grogginess or dizziness, raising fall risk for

older adults.

First-Line Treatment: CBT-I for Insomnia (Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
for Insomnia)

CBT-1 is the gold-standard treatment recommended by sleep experts worldwide and widely considered the first
line treatment for insomnia. This structured therapy teaches people to change behaviors and thoughts that

interfere with sleep, without medication.

Why CBT-1 Works

* Long-Term Effectiveness: Unlike pills or supplements, benefits often last for months or years.

* Personalized Strategies: CBT-| tackles limiting time in bed, stimulus control (associating bed only with sleep),

relaxation techniques, and sleep scheduling.

® Helps Reset Your Internal Clock: It can be combined with light therapy to adapt to age-related circadian

changes.

How to Access CBT-I

CBT-I can be delivered face-to-face, online, or via apps. Many health systems now offer virtual CBT-I programs. If
you are a caregiver or older adult struggling with insomnia, ask your doctor for a referral or search for digital

options.

Useful Tools: Light Boxes and Motion Sensor Nightlights



Practical tools can make a huge difference alongside behavioral therapy. Two standout devices for older adults are

the light box and motion sensor nightlight.

Light Boxes: Reset Your Circadian Clock
Because the circadian rhythm shifts earlier with aging, using a light box in the morning can help:

® Provide a bright dose of artificial daylight when natural light is limited.
e Shift your internal clock later if you are waking up too early.
* |Improve mood, alertness, and nighttime sleep quality.
Important: Use the light box within the first hour of waking for about 20-30 minutes, facing but not staring

directly into it. Consult a healthcare provider before starting light therapy, especially if you have eye conditions or

bipolar disorder.

Motion Sensor Nightlights: Safer Nighttime Bathroom Trips

Nighttime awakenings for bathroom visits are typical but they can be dangerous because:

® Older adults have reduced balance and coordination at night.

* Tripping hazards and grogginess increase fall risk.

Motion sensor nightlights automatically illuminate hallways and bathrooms, reducing the need to switch on harsh

overhead lights (which can disrupt melatonin production).

® They provide gentle, immediate illumination to prevent stumbles.

® Help maintain darkness in the bedroom while staying safe.

Practical Sleep Tips That Go Beyond “Sleep Hygiene”

| hate vague advice like “practice good sleep hygiene.” So here are specific, actionable steps that really help older

adults deal with chronic insomnia:

1. Set a Consistent Sleep Schedule: Go to bed and wake up at the same time every day, including weekends.
2. Limit Naps to 20-30 Minutes Early Afternoon: Long or late naps worsen nighttime sleep.

3. Use the Bed Only for Sleep and Intimacy: No watching TV or reading in bed; helps your brain associate
bed with rest.

. Avoid Caffeine After 2 p.m.: It can linger in your system for hours and delay sleep onset.

. Manage Fluid Intake After Dinner: To reduce nocturia, which disrupts sleep.

. Keep Your Bedroom Cool, Dark, and Quiet: Use blackout curtains, fans, or white noise as needed.
. Get Morning Sunlight or Use a Light Box: Helps keep your circadian rhythm aligned.

. Avoid Screen Time 1 Hour Before Bed: Blue light suppresses melatonin.
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. Try Relaxation Techniques: Progressive muscle relaxation or deep breathing before bedtime.

Summary: Sleep Therapy, Not Pills, Is the Key

Supplement labels promising quick fixes for chronic insomnia tend to overpromise and underdeliver—especially for

older adults dealing with complex sleep changes and medical conditions. Instead, focus on:



¢ |dentifying and treating underlying causes like sleep apnea or pain.

® Using evidence-based therapies such as CBT-I for insomnia rather than supplements.

® |ncorporating practical tools like light boxes to reset your clock and motion sensor nightlights to reduce fall

risk.

® Following clear, actionable sleep routines that respect your body’s changing needs.

Getting the right treatment can transform sleep from a nightly struggle into genuine rest, improving quality of life
without harmful side effects or unnecessary pills.

Remember: If you or a loved one suffers insomnia, ask your healthcare provider about CBT-I and how to safely

use light therapy and other strategies tailored for older adults.



