Getting a good night's sleep after 60 can feel like chasing a moving target. You might find yourself waking up
multiple times, falling asleep earlier than you want, or struggling to stay asleep throughout the night. Despite
these changes, older adults still need around 7 to 8 hours of quality sleep for optimal health. But how do you

choose a safe and effective sleep aid from the pharmacy aisle without falling into common pitfalls?

In this guide, we'll walk through why sleep changes with age, what treatable medical conditions could be affecting
your rest, and which over-the-counter sleep aids are worth considering — along with critical safety tips for older
adults. We'll also talk about practical, non-medicine tools that can make your nighttime routine better, like light

boxes and motion sensor nightlights.

What Happens to Sleep After 60?

Sleep isn't just about quantity, but quality. And as we age, the quality changes quite a bit.

e SLEEP BECOMES LIGHTER AND MORE FRAGMENTED: You're more easily awakened during the night—even

by minor noises. Deep sleep stages shrink, which can leave you feeling less rested.

e CIRCADIAN CLOCK SHIFTS EARLIER: Many older adults feel sleepy earlier in the evening and wake up earlier
in the morning, sometimes even before sunrise. This “advanced sleep phase” can make it feel like you're going

to bed too early or waking up too soon.

* NOCTURIA (FREQUENT NIGHTTIME URINATION): Getting up multiple times to use the bathroom disrupts

sleep. This is common and can often be managed.

e SLEEP NEEDS REMAIN ABOUT THE SAME: Contrary to popular myth, you still need about 7 to 8 hours of

sleep—even if your pattern has changed.

Common Treatable Conditions That Interrupt Sleep

Before rushing to the sleep aid aisle, consider if a medical condition could be causing your poor sleep. Many

problems can be treated or managed with proper medical advice.

* Sleep Apnea: A condition where breathing briefly stops repeatedly during sleep. Signs include loud snoring,

gasping for air, or daytime sleepiness. This is dangerous and needs a doctor’s evaluation.

* Restless Legs Syndrome (RLS): Uncomfortable creeping or crawling sensations in your legs, especially at

night, that cause you to move and lose sleep.

* Nocturia: Frequent urination at night disrupting sleep. Sometimes linked to prostate, bladder, or fluid

management issues.
* Pain: Arthritis, neuropathy, or other chronic pain can make falling and staying asleep tough.

* Depression or Anxiety: Mood disorders frequently interfere with sleep quality.

Talk to your healthcare provider about these medical issues before trying over-the-
counter sleep aids.

Why Some Popular OTC Sleep Aids Are Risky for Seniors

Over-the-counter (OTC) sleep aids frequently rely on antihistamines like diphenhydramine (Benadryl) or

doxylamine. If you've seen labels promoting “nighttime sleep” or “PM" formulas, they often contain these.



Why Avoid Diphenhydramine for Seniors?
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Increased risk of daytime grogginess: These drugs linger longer in older adults and can cause "hangover”

effects, increasing fall risk.
Confusion and memory issues: Anticholinergic effects can worsen cognitive problems.

Urinary retention and constipation: Particularly problematic for those with prostate enlargement or

digestive issues.

Falls: Grogginess and balance impairment raise the risk of falls and fractures.

Bottom line: avoid diphenhydramine seniors — no matter how tempting the “quick fix" may seem.

More Thoughtful Options: Melatonin and CBD

Melatonin: How to Use Low-Dose Melatonin and Time It Right

Unlike diphenhydramine, melatonin is a hormone your body naturally produces to regulate sleep-wake cycles.

Over the counter melatonin supplements are popular but come with caveats.

Low Dose is Best: Start with 0.3 mg to 1 mg, not the mega-doses you see in the aisle (3 mg or more). High

doses can backfire and cause grogginess or headache.

Timing Matters: Melatonin works best when taken about 1 to 2 hours before your ideal bedtime. Because

circadian clocks shift earlier with age, this might mean taking it earlier in the evening than you expect.
Consistent Schedule: Use melatonin on a regular schedule rather than just when you feel tired.

Talk To Your Doctor: If you take blood thinners or immune suppressants, melatonin can interact.

CBD: Third-Party Tested and Quality Controlled

Cannabidiol (CBD) products have exploded in popularity as natural sleep aids. But quality and safety vary widely.

* Look for third-party tested CBD: Reputable brands will have a Certificate of Analysis (COA) showing

cannabinoid levels and absence of contaminants.



* Avoid full-spectrum products if you're sensitive: These contain trace THC which might cause daytime

drowsiness or problems with drug tests.
e Start Low and Go Slow: Begin with the smallest dose possible to see how it affects you.

* Check for interactions: CBD can affect liver enzymes and alter how some medications are metabolized, so

consult your healthcare provider.

Non-Medicine Tools to Help Nighttime Safety and Sleep

Sometimes, the best "sleep aid" isn't in a pill bottle. Here are two tools worth considering to improve your sleep

environment and safety without side effects.

Light Box Therapy for Circadian Rhythm Support

A light box emits bright artificial light that can reset your body's internal clock, especially if your sleep times have

shifted earlier than you want.

® Use in the morning: Sitting near a light box for 20-30 minutes soon after waking can strengthen your

daytime alertness.
* Consistency is Key: Use daily for several weeks to see results.

* Helps reduce early evening sleepiness: Can shift your circadian rhythm to an ideal schedule.

Motion Sensor Nightlights to Reduce Falls

Frequent nighttime trips to the bathroom can be disorienting and dangerous in the dark, especially if you wake

groggy.

* Use motion sensor nightlights along your path to the bathroom to gently light your way.
* This helps prevent falls caused by fumbling for switches or stumbling over clutter.

¢ Avoid bright overhead lighting or phone screen light at night, as they disrupt melatonin production.

Summary Table: Sleep Aid Options for Older Adults

Option Pros Cons Safety Tips Diphenhydramine/Doxylamine (e.g., Benadryl, Unisom) Widely available, quick onset
Daytime grogginess, confusion, falls, urinary problems Avoid if over 60, especially with multiple meds Melatonin
(Low Dose, 0.3-1 mg) Supports natural sleep rhythm, mild side effects Variable effectiveness, timing critical Take 1-
2 hours before bedtime; consult doctor if on meds Third-Party Tested CBD Some report relaxation benefits,
minimal hangover Variable quality, potential drug interactions Use products with COA; start low; check with
provider Light Box Therapy Non-pharmaceutical, improves circadian timing Requires daily use, upfront cost Use in
morning, 20-30 mins; buy medically validated device Motion Sensor Nightlights Enhances safety, reduces fall risk

at night Does not improve sleep quality directly Place lights along bathroom path; avoid bright overhead lights

Final Advice: What | Always Ask Before Blaming the Sleep Aid

As someone who's been around enough primary care visits, here’s a tip | recommend you keep in mind: Always

track what time you took your sleep aid before assuming it's not working or causing problems.



Late-night doses, or taking sleep aids inconsistently, often cause grogginess or disrupt sleep architecture. Likewise,
take note of medical issues, nighttime bathroom trips, or pain that might need different treatment.

When to See a Doctor

If sleep problems persist despite lifestyle changes, careful use of supplements, and safety precautions, it's time to
see a healthcare professional. Sleep disorders like apnea or restless legs require targeted treatment, and some

medications or underlying conditions can worsen sleep.

Don't accept poor sleep as “just getting old.” There are safer, smarter ways to support good rest well 7 to 8 hours
over 65 into your golden years.

Sleep well—and stay safe out there.
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