
 



 
 

Dr. Steve Orma is a CBT clinical psychologist and recognized mental health expert 
specializing in the treatment of insomnia, anxiety, and stress. He’s the author of Stop 
Worrying and Go To Sleep: How to Put Insomnia to Bed for Good (featured by Entrepreneur 
Magazine and The Huffington Post) and is widely quoted in the national media for his 
mental health expertise including Fast Company, ABC News, MSNBC, Self, Men’s Health, 
Women’s Health and more. 

For more information on sleep, anxiety, and other mental health topics visit: DrOrma.com 
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Even if you feel exhausted and can barely keep your eyes open, the moment you get into 
bed—you can’t sleep. Why? At present, your bed and bedroom have become associated 
with sleeplessness, anxiety, and frustration. Because you’ve spent so many hours and 
nights tossing and turning, your sleep environment has become a cue for sleeplessness.   

The most effective way to reverse this pattern and make your bed a cue for sleep is by 
identifying, challenging, and changing unhealthy sleep behaviors you’ve likely (mistakenly) 
adopted over time.  

Achieving consistent, good sleep starts with adopting the following healthy sleep habits 
that have helped me, and countless others, overcome insomnia (thankfully, they’re easy to 
apply and super effective): 

Tip #1: Establish a nightly bedtime routine.  

Start your nighttime routine about an hour before going to sleep. Tasks can include 
brushing your teeth, putting on bedtime clothes, reading or listening to something relaxing 
or non-stimulating (no horror novels or heavy metal music), meditating, deep breathing or 
other relaxation exercises. Avoid electronic gadgets (computer, tablet, smartphone), 
vigorous physical activity, job-related work, a big meal, and serious discussions with your 
partner, as all of these will wake you up.  

Keep your routine consistent, even while travelling, if possible. After a few weeks, it will 
become a new habit and your body will start to associate this routine with sleep and 
actually begin falling asleep as you perform your routine, even before getting into bed.  

Tip #2: Only get into bed when you are sleepy. 

Even if you’ve completed your nightly routine and it’s your designated bedtime, if you are 
not sleepy, do not get into bed. “Sleepy” means you are nodding off or having a hard time 
staying awake. It does not necessarily mean feeling tired; you might feel exhausted, but 
your body could still be alert and not ready to sleep. This is especially true if you haven’t 
had a chance to wind down or are still stressed. Stay up even if it gets late. 

Personal Tip: You might worry, “It’s getting late and I won’t get enough sleep. I better go to 
bed or I’ll be exhausted tomorrow.” I had this worry too. But worrying will only raise your 
anxiety and make it harder to sleep. It’s true you might get less sleep, but that sleep will likely 
be of better quality. And if you wake up tired the next morning, remember you can still 
function and your body will feel more pressure to sleep the next night and compensate for lost 
deep sleep.  

Tip #3: Use your bed only for sleep and sex.  

Do not use your bed for work, serious relationship talks, eating, reading, watching TV, 
surfing the Internet, talking on the phone, journaling, worrying or any other activity other 
than sleep or sex.  

Again, you want your bed to be associated only with sleep. Sex is allowed because your bed 
is usually the most convenient and common place to do it and because it can relax you 



enough to fall asleep. All other activities can trigger emotions, stress, or alertness, which 
will only keep you awake and become linked with your bed/bedroom.  

It’s also not a good idea to work in your bedroom, even at a separate desk. All of the above 
activities should be performed in another room (if you live in a studio, then create a 
separate area away from the bed where you can work).  

Tip #4: Get out of bed if you can’t fall asleep. 

If you are not asleep after about 20-30 minutes, then get out of bed and go into another 
room. You can just approximate this time, rather than keeping an eye on the clock.  

Personal Tip: You may worry that by getting out of bed you’ll become more awake, but this 
won’t happen. I had the same worry every time I couldn’t sleep. But when I got up, I always 
became more tired (following Tip #5).  

You might also worry you’ll be wasting precious sleep time by getting up and, if you just “try 
harder,” you’ll get to sleep. Believe me, you’ll only get more frustrated, become more awake 
and strengthen the sleeplessness-bed association. By not remaining in bed, you’ll get tired 
quicker and actually save those precious sleep minutes. 

Tip #5: Once out of bed do something boring or relaxing. 

Read a dull book (textbooks are great for this!), or watch a boring TV program (PBS usually 
does the trick). Do something relaxing like listening to calming music or relaxation 
exercises such as meditation, deep breathing, or guided visualization. Keep the lights off or 
dim. Don’t go on the computer, because your brain may think it’s daytime. Avoid physical 
activity, as it will wake you up more. And be sure not to drift off on the couch.  

Personal Tip: I found that if I framed this late night period as “extra free time,” I came to enjoy 
the quiet and peace, and not worry that I was awake. With no distractions or phone calls, it’s 
the perfect occasion for some personal chill time. Once I started thinking about it this way, the 
worry of not falling asleep dissipated, which helped me fall asleep. To keep me company on 
sleepless nights, I used the time to read Les Misérables and other interesting but not too 
suspenseful or scary fiction. 

Tip #6: Get back into bed when you are sleepy. 

Only return to bed when you are sleepy or nodding off. Once in bed, if you don’t fall asleep 
within 20-30 minutes, get back out of bed. This may seem counterintuitive, as your goal is 
to sleep, not be up. But this process will tire you out and break the negative association 
between your bed and wakefulness. Repeat steps 4-6 as many times as needed until you fall 
asleep in bed. If you wake up in the middle of the night and don’t fall back to sleep in 20-30 
minutes, then follow the same steps.  

Tip # 7: Establish a regular wake-up time. 

This technique is vital for establishing a regular sleep pattern and overcoming insomnia. 
Set your alarm (or whatever you require) to wake you up at a regular time everyday. Do 



this on weekends too. Get up even if you slept poorly or had little sleep. Do not hit the 
snooze button. Get up immediately. You are trying to establish a regular, automatic, sleep-
wake cycle. If you sleep in (one of those disruptive sleep behaviors), then you will stay 
stuck in the insomnia cycle.  

Personal Tip: Especially on weekends or if you have the luxury of sleeping in and don’t have to 
get up, sticking to a regular wake-up time can be particularly challenging. I worked from 
home two days a week and it was tempting to sleep longer on those days to make up for lost 
sleep. But if you do, you won’t sleep well the next night and you won’t make progress.  

So, force yourself to get up, shower, exercise, get coffee, whatever you have to do to wake up. I 
found that once I was up and going, I was fine. I felt the tiredness the most in the afternoon, 
but I could always function and do my work. Learning you can get through the day and do 
what you need to (job, school, etc.) on limited sleep, builds your confidence and decreases 
worry of not sleeping well, which results in lower anxiety and better sleep.  

 

Let me know how the process goes for you. I’m happy to answer any questions. For more 
tips, visit my blog where I share essential sleep strategies every week.  

Sleep well, 
Dr. Steve Orma 

----------------------------------------------------------- 
Dr. Steve Orma 
Psychologist / Insomnia & Anxiety Specialist  
----------------------------------------------------------- 

Connect with me on Twitter >> https://twitter.com/drsteveorma 

 

 

 

 

http://drorma.com/
https://twitter.com/drsteveorma

