For many older adults, waking up in the middle of the night is a familiar, frustrating experience. The minutes tick
by, you stare at the ceiling, and thoughts swirl in your head as sleep stubbornly refuses to return. Should you stay
patiently in bed hoping your body will drift back into slumber? Or is it better to get up and do something else
until those sleepy eyes close again?

This question isn't just about comfort—it's about how well you sleep, how alert you feel the next day, and
ultimately, your health and safety. Let's break down racinecountyeye.com why nighttime awakenings are common
with aging, what you can do when they happen, and how tools like light boxes and motion sensor nightlights can

help you manage these episodes.

Older Adults Need 7 to 8 Hours of Sleep—Yes, Really

You've probably heard the myth that older adults need less sleep. The truth? Most adults over 65 still need about
7 to 8 hours of sleep per night to support memory, immune function, mood, and overall health. But the way that
sleep looks changes significantly with age.

¢ Sleep becomes lighter and more fragmented: Deep, restorative sleep stages shrink, while lighter sleep

and brief awakenings increase. So you might wake up more, even if total sleep time is adequate.

¢ Circadian clock shifts earlier: You're biologically programmed to get sleepy earlier in the evening and wake
earlier in the morning. This “advanced sleep phase” means it's normal to feel tired by 8 or 9 p.m. but also to

rise before dawn.

Why Does This Matter?

Understanding these normal changes helps prevent blaming yourself for poor sleep that's part of getting older.
But it also highlights when treatable problems might be sneaking in and making your nights worse than they need
to be.

Treatable Sleep Disruptors Common in Older Adults

If you're waking up at night frequently and struggling to get back to sleep, some common medical conditions or

discomforts might be the culprit:

¢ Sleep apnea: Interrupted breathing disrupts sleep and causes snoring, gasping, or choking sensations.

Untreated, it leads to daytime sleepiness and increased health risks.

* Restless leg syndrome (RLS): An uncomfortable urge to move your legs, especially at night, interfering with

falling and staying asleep.

* Nocturia: Frequent nighttime urination. While normal when a few times, waking multiple times to urinate

often signals fluid imbalances, bladder issues, or heart/kidney conditions.
® Pain: Arthritis, neuropathy, and other chronic conditions can make lying still uncomfortable.

* Depression and anxiety: Mood disorders often disrupt sleep patterns and make it harder to fall asleep or

stay asleep.

If you suspect any of these issues, bring them up with your healthcare provider. Many effective treatments exist

that can dramatically improve your sleep quality.

Do You “Stay in Bed and Hope” or “Get Up and Try Something Else”?
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This question touches on a key behavioral principle called stimulus control insomnia therapy. The idea is to train

your brain to associate your bed and bedroom with sleep, not frustration or wakefulness.
Here's what current sleep experts generally recommend:

1. If you've been awake for about 20 minutes and can’t fall back asleep: Get up and leave the bedroom.

Lying awake longer often increases anxiety about not sleeping, making it even harder to do so.

2. Do a low-stimulation, boring activity: Read something dull (avoid screens because blue light disrupts your

melatonin production) in dim light until you feel sleepy again.

3. Return to bed only when you feel genuinely sleepy.

By doing this, you help “rebuild” the association between bed and falling asleep. Staying in bed awake starts to

make the brain associate bedtime with frustration, which worsens insomnia.

What Not to Do

* Don't watch TV or use smartphones/tablets — their bright, blue light suppresses melatonin and delays
sleepiness.

* Don't tense up or try too hard to sleep—these actions increase stress hormones, making sleep harder.

* Avoid checking the clock obsessively; it fuels nighttime anxiety and the cycle of wakefulness.

How Can a Light Box Help?

Since older adults’ circadian clocks tend to shift earlier, you may find yourself sleepy at 8 p.m. but waking at 3 a.m.

Having access to bright, natural-like light during the day can help reinforce a healthy sleep-wake rhythm.

A light box is a device designed to simulate sunlight exposure. Just 20-30 minutes of light box therapy in the

morning can:

® Help reset your internal clock toward a more regular schedule.
* |Improve daytime alertness and mood.

® Reduce early awakening by strengthening circadian signals.



Be sure to follow manufacturer instructions carefully and consult your doctor if you have eye conditions or bipolar

disorder, as light therapy isn't suitable for everyone.

Motion Sensor Nightlights: Reducing Fall Risk During Nighttime
Awakenings

When you do get up at night, safety matters—especially if you're unsteady on your feet.

A motion sensor nightlight is an excellent tool to illuminate your path without waking you fully or blinding you
with harsh lights. These lights turn on automatically when they detect movement, guiding you safely to the

bathroom or kitchen.

* Benefits: Less risk of tripping or stumbling; no fumbling for switches in the dark; lighting that gently wakes

you without jolting alertness.

* Where to place: Hallways, bathroom entrances, bedroom corners—any place where you typically walk when

awake at night.

Putting It All Together: What to Do When You Wake Up

Step Action Why 1 Check how long you've been awake. If under 20 minutes, try to relax and stay in bed. 2 If
awake for 20 minutes or more, get out of bed quietly. Prevent frustration-related insomnia by changing
environment. 3 Engage in a low-light, boring activity (dull reading). Avoid brain stimulation and exposure to blue
light. 4 Return to bed as soon as you feel sleepy again. Reinforce bed-sleep connection for better sleep in future. 5
Use a motion sensor nightlight if you get up to walk. Reduce fall risk and maintain safety. 6 Consider morning light

box therapy daily. Help reset your body's natural sleep-wake clock.

Final Words

Waking up during the night is often frustrating, but it's normal to some extent as we age. You still need your full 7
to 8 hours of sleep—so protecting your sleep time and quality matters. Don't just lie awake for hours; getting up

after 20 minutes and practicing stimulus control insomnia techniques can make a big difference.



Know your body’s natural rhythms and try to use tools like light boxes and motion sensor nightlights to create a
safer, more sleep-friendly environment. If nighttime awakenings are frequent and accompanied by symptoms like
snoring, leg discomfort, frequent urination, or pain, talk to your healthcare provider—it's very likely that treatable

conditions are affecting your rest.

Sleep well, and remember: your best night's rest can still be just around the corner.



