
The brain’s glymphatic system refers to the perivascular
pathways through which cerebrospinal fluid enters the
brain, mixes with interstitial fluid and exits the brain via
venous drainage. During this process, toxic metabolites
that contribute to many brain disorders, including
Alzheimer’s disease are picked up by the same
cerebrospinal fluid, dumped into larger pools of fluid
surrounding the brain and cleared via waste disposal
checkpoints.. This “brain waste” removal system keeps
the neurons of the brain supplied, clean and functioning
and is most active during deep sleep. If people obtain less
sleep and less “deep sleep” in particular as they age, the
brain’s glymphatic disposal system is given less time to
run, resulting in the accumulation of harmful waste
products that could lead to neurodegeneration. 
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The American Academy for Sleep Medicine has emphasized 
that an average of 6-8 hours of uninterrupted sleep is considered
“optimal.” Unfortunately, the Center for Disease Control and
Prevention has reported that approximately 1 in 3 American
Adults are not getting enough sleep. This worsens as people age,
with more than half of older adults in the United States reporting
at least one sleep complaint. 

HOW MUCH SLEEP IS ENOUGH? 

While insufficient sleep is a common risk factor for cognitive
decline, our lab has also found that too much sleep (i.e. >9 hours
per night) can predict poorer scores on attention and memory
tasks. This is because in older adults, excessive sleep can be a
proxy for other, serious medical or psychiatric conditions. 

TOO MUCH OF A GOOD THING? 

LESS THAN
HOURS 



Behavioral interventions for sleep are often considered front line
for older adults because of possible cognitive side effects of
common sleep medications. While individuals with insomnia may
need to work with a trained professional, there are many
strategies that we can use daily to improve our quality of sleep.

WHAT CAN I DO TO IMPROVE MY SLEEP? 

One of the best ways to train your
body to sleep well is to go to bed and
get up at more or less the same time
every day. This includes weekends and
days off! The regular rhythm will make
you feel better and give your body
something to work with. 

Get regular1

Only try to sleep when you are
actually tired or sleepy, rather than
spend too much time awake in bed.

Sleep when sleepy  

If you find yourself unable to fall
asleep after 20 minutes or more in
bed, get up and do something calming
or boring until you feel sleepy, then
return to bed and try again. Avoid
doing anything interesting, as this will
wake you up. Also, avoid screens, as
the bright light will tell your brain that
it is time to wake up.

Get up & try again3

Many people who struggle with sleep
tend to watch the clock too much.
Frequently checking the clock during
the night can wake you up (especially
if you turn on the light to read the
time) and reinforces negative thoughts
such as “Oh no, look how late it is, I’ll
never get to sleep” or “I need to be up
in 3 hours.” 

No clock watching 4
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While alcohol has an initial sedating effect, metabolism of
alcohol can be stimulating later in the night, causing you to
wake up or experience disrupted sleep. 

Avoid alcohol too close to bedtime: 6

Because caffeine and nicotine are stimulating and can interfere
with your ability to fall asleep, it’s best to avoid caffeinated
drinks (coffee, soda) or cigarettes 4-6 hours before bedtime. 

Avoid nicotine or caffeine 
too close to bedtime: 
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Research has shown that regular
exercise helps with sleep! Vigorous
exercise can wake you up and should
be taken in the daytime, and light,
relaxing exercise (e.g. yoga, stretching)
can be taken in the evening. 

Exercise: 7

AND DON'T
FORGET TO...


