
SLEEP STRATEGIES 
Cancer treatment, its side effects and the stress 
of having cancer can cause sleep problems.  
Fortunately, you can combat these.

IMPROVING SLEEP QUALITY 
Before focusing on the amount of sleep you 
get, aim to improve your quality of sleep. To do 
this, you’ll need to increase your sleep drive. 
A strong sleep drive reduces wakefulness and 
leads to better quality sleep. Over time, as your 
sleep quality improves, so will your sleep time.

TRY THESE TIPS TO SUCCEED: 
•	 Set a fixed morning rise time, seven days a week, regardless of how much sleep you get 

during the night. This strengthens your circadian clock signal and increases sleep drive. 

•	 Go to bed at the same time every night.

•	 Use your bed only for sleep. Avoid watching TV or browsing online in bed. 

•	 Only sleep in a bed. Don’t nap on couches or in chairs.  

•	 Don’t watch the clock.

•	 If you’re awake for more than 20 minutes while trying to sleep, leave the bedroom. Do the 
same any time you get anxious about not being able to fall asleep. 

•	 Only return to your bed when you’re sleepy.

•	 Don’t nap during the day unless it is a regular, short nap of 15 to 30 minutes, 7 to 9 hours 
after your morning wake time. 

IF YOU HAVE TO GET UP AT NIGHT BECAUSE YOU’RE 
UNABLE TO SLEEP, TRY THIS: 

•	 Assume you’ll be up all night. This reduces anxiety about not being able to sleep.

•	 Participate in quiet and sedentary activities.

•	 Don’t cook or eat while  you’re up. 

•	 Avoid activities that will make you lose track of time.

•	 Don’t get too comfortable with being awake.

•	 Only turn on a few lights to keep light minimal.

•	 Go back to bed when you can’t stay up any longer.
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PLAN AHEAD TO GET YOUR BODY AND YOUR AREA  
READY FOR SLEEP WITH THESE TIPS:

•	 Avoid caffeine, nicotine and alcohol. Caffeine and nicotine are stimulants. The metabolism of 
alcohol disrupts sleep. Alcohol can make you sleepy, but when it leaves your body, you will  
wake up again.

•	 Eat a light snack before bedtime. This prevents waking up from a drop in blood sugar.

•	 Ensure the room where you’re sleeping is quiet and dark. 

•	 Make your bedroom comfortable. Ensure it’s a good temperature and that you have a good 
mattress and comfortable bedding.

•	 Wear comfy pajamas to bed. 

•	 Schedule a “worry time” during the day. Find a specific place to worry, set an appointment, do 
something about your concern and move on when the issue doesn’t bother you anymore. At 
night, remind yourself you’ll have time to worry tomorrow if you find yourself worrying again.

•	 Keep a worry journal so you can write down your concerns. Close the journal and come back to 
your worries in the day. Once solutions are generated, worries will come up less often at night. 

OTHER STRATEGIES:
Keep a sleep diary. It can help you identify what’s disrupting your sleep. You can pick one up at the 
Health & Wellness Resource Center or find one online at www.sleepfoundation.org/sleep-diary.

Try these relaxation techniques:

•	 Progressive muscle relaxation - Systematically tense and relax muscle groups from the tips of 
your toes to the top of your head. 

•	 Meditation - Choose a practice that helps you focus on something other than your thoughts.  

•	 Counting - Research suggests counting sheep actually works.

•	 Guided imagery - While listening to suggestions from a CD or YouTube video, use your 
imagination to help you relax. 

MEDICATIONS: 
Depending on the reasons you’re unable to sleep, your health care provider may be able to prescribe 
medication. Talk to your provider about this possibility if:

•	 You’re having unrelieved pain, anxiety or depression that is causing difficulty sleeping. 

•	 Sleep problems continue despite trying sleep management strategies. 

•	 You have undesirable side effects from medications.


