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Don’t Snooze on Nutrition: 
How Food Affects Sleep

Though the exact mechanisms of how sleep works, and how sleep rejuvenates  
the body and mind, is still mysterious, one thing sleep specialists and  

scientists do know is that adequate sleep is necessary for healthy functioning. 

FOODS THAT MAY PROMOTE SLEEP
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Protein Foods

Tryptophan is an essential amino 
acid that promotes sleep and is 
found in all protein foods (milk, 
yogurt, turkey, pork, beef, chicken, 
eggs, etc.). It is a precursor to 
the sleep-inducing compounds 
serotonin (a neurotransmitter) and 
melatonin (a hormone that also acts 
as a neurotransmitter). However, for 
tryptophan to have a sedative effect, 
it needs to cross the blood-brain 
barrier. Studies show the tryptophan 
content is too small in foods to have 
an effect on sleep. Interestingly, eating 
carbohydrates and protein in the same 
meal makes tryptophan more available 
to the brain. Carbohydrates stimulate 
the release of insulin, which facilitates 
entry of tryptophan into the brain.   
Yet, how much carbohydrate is needed 
and whether this will induce sleep is 
uncertain. 

Effects of normal meals rich in carbohydrates  

Effects of tryptophan loading on human 
cognition, mood and sleep.

Tart Cherry Juice 

Research in healthy individuals showed 
that drinking tart cherry juice increased 
melatonin levels and resulted in better 
sleep quality and duration. A pilot study 
of older adults showed a reduction 
in the severity of insomnia with the 
consumption of tart cherry juice (8 oz 
in the morning and at nighttime). Sleep 
time increased by an average of 84 
minutes and overall sleep efficiency 
improved. Other research in this 
population revealed similar results. 
Tart cherries are a natural source of 
melatonin, a hormone responsible for 
regulating the body’s sleep-wake cycle. 
Tart cherries also increase tryptophan 
availability and reduce inflammation 
in the body, which may also help to 
improve overall sleep. The mechanism 
by which tart cherries affect sleep 
remains under investigation. 

Effect of tart cherry juice on melatonin levels 
and enhanced sleep quality.

Pilot study of tart cherry juice for the treatment 
of insomnia and investigation of mechanisms.

Kiwi Fruit 

A 2011 Taiwanese study suggests 
that eating kiwi fruits has a significant 
beneficial effect on sleep. Twenty four 
subjects with some form of 
disrupted sleep ate two 
kiwi fruits one hour before 
bed for a period of 4 
weeks. The amount 
of time to fall asleep 
decreased by 35%, 
sleep time increased 
by 13%, waking 
time after sleep 
onset declined 
by 29% and 
overall sleep 
quality scores 
improved. 
Kiwis are high in 
serotonin, a neurotransmitter that helps 
to regulate sleep. It is also a precursor 
to melatonin, the main hormone 
involved with the body’s sleep-wake 
cycle.  

Effect of kiwifruit consumption on sleep quality 
in adults with sleep problems.

https://academic.oup.com/ajcn/article/77/1/128/4689642
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19715722
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19715722
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22038497/ 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22038497/ 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5617749/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5617749/
http://apjcn.nhri.org.tw/server/APJCN/20/2/169.pdf
http://apjcn.nhri.org.tw/server/APJCN/20/2/169.pdf
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Did you know?
Sleep experts recommend exercising at least three hours before bedtime, and the best 
time is usually late afternoon. Exercising at this time is beneficial because body temperature 
is related to sleep. Body temperatures rise during exercise and take as long as 6 hours to 
begin to drop. Because cooler body temperatures are associated with sleep onset and 
quality, it’s best to allow the body time to cool off before sleep. That said, a poll, which 
studied the sleep habits of 1,000 participants, found that an overwhelming majority (83 
percent!) of people who exercised at any time of day, including late at night, reported 
sleeping better than those who didn’t exercise at all. So if right before bed is the only time 
when you can squeeze in a workout, do it!

2013 Exercise and Sleep.

FOODS THAT MAY PROMOTE SLEEP...CONTINUED
Almonds 

Almonds are an excellent source of 
magnesium. Research in mice indicates 
that insufficient magnesium intake is 
associated with impaired sleep. Mice 
following a magnesium deficient diet 
experienced disturbed sleep and more 
frequent awakenings. Magnesium 
activates the parasympathetic 
system, regulates melatonin and 
binds to neurotransmitters responsible 
for calming nerve activity. These 
mechanisms help to relax the body, 
helping individuals to fall asleep and to 
achieve deep, restful sleep. 

How magnesium can help you sleep.

Salmon 

Fatty fish such as salmon, trout and 
sardines are an excellent source of 
vitamin D and omega-3 fatty acids, 
nutrients associated with improved 
sleep. In one study, a group of male 
inmates were fed either salmon or 
meat (poultry, pork or beef) three times 
a week from September to February. 
At the end of the study, sleep latency 
and wake time remained unchanged 
in the fish group and worsened in the 
control group. The effect was thought 
to be related to the vitamin D content 
of the salmon. Vitamin D status in both 
groups declined, but the fish group had 
significantly higher amounts than the 
control group and levels remained close 
to optimal. The results showed that 
vitamin D status correlated negatively 
with actual wake time and positively 
with sleep efficiency and sleep quality. 
Other studies have also shown that 
maintaining optimal levels of vitamin D 
is linked with better sleep.  

Fish comsumption, sleep, daily functioning, 
and heart rate variability.

Children and Sleep

A small randomized controlled trial 
in children examined the association 
between docosahexaenoic acid 
(DHA) concentrations and quality of 
sleep. Participants received either a 
supplement of 600 mg of DHA or a 
placebo. Children in the omega 3 group 
experienced on average seven fewer 
waking episodes and slept nearly one 
hour longer than children in the control 
group.  

Fatty acids and sleep in UK children: 
subjective and pilot objective sleep results 
from the DOLAB study - a randomized 
controlled trial.

Bottom Line 

Research about the role of foods in 
promoting sleep are promising, but 
more studies are needed to make any 
definitive conclusions. If you suffer from 
poor sleep or insomnia, it may be worth 
experimenting with different bedtime 
snacks. Tart cherries, kiwis, almonds 
and salmon are healthy foods that have 
properties that may improve sleep 
quality.

https://www.sleepfoundation.org/professionals/sleep-america-polls/2013-exercise-and-sleep
https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/magnesium-and-sleep
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4013386/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4013386/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24605819 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24605819 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24605819 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24605819 
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FOODS THAT HINDER SLEEP
Caffeine

Caffeine is a stimulant. It is found naturally in coffee and tea (except herbal teas), in 
cocoa beans (which are used to make dark and milk chocolate), in guarana seeds 
(a Brazilian plant), and in yerba mate (a South American herb). It is also added 
to some carbonated drinks and to energy drinks. Products that naturally contain 
caffeine are not required to list caffeine as an ingredient; added caffeine must be 
listed on the label. 

A recent study on caffeine and sleep showed that 400 mg of caffeine (the amount 
considered safe for most adults) consumed as much as 6 hours before bedtime 
disrupted sleep; it affected both sleep quantity (reducing sleep time by over an 
hour each night) and quality (increasing the amount of time spent awake during 
the night). Importantly, when participants consumed caffeine 6 hours before 
bedtime they felt that the caffeine had no impact on their sleep but their sleep 
monitors showed otherwise. This research suggests that we can’t fully rely on our 
own perceptions of how caffeine is affecting us. 

Caffeine effects on sleep taken 0, 3, or 6 hours before going to bed.

Facts on Caffeine

Some people are more sensitive to caffeine and may experience more difficulty 
sleeping. To minimize the impact of caffeine on sleep, limit your caffeine intake to 
the morning and taper intake as the day progresses, choose decaffeinated drinks 
more often, and use smaller cups and mugs to limit your overall intake of caffeine. 
For more information on caffeine recommendations for men, women, and children, 
and for a list of the caffeine content of common foods, visit:  
Caffeine in Food

Alcohol

Alcohol can affect the amount of sleep and the quality of sleep. Since it is a 
sedative, alcohol causes drowsiness, which can help people to fall asleep more 
quickly. However, overall alcohol disrupts the sleep cycle, preventing deep sleep 
and causing frequent waking during the night.

Sleep has 2 distinct stages:  alternating periods of non-rapid eye movement (REM) 
and REM sleep. Non-REM sleep includes both light sleep and deep sleep. REM 
sleep is deep sleep, it happens about every 90 minutes, and it can last anywhere 
from 5 minutes to 30 minutes. Non-REM sleep accounts for about 80% of total 
sleep hours, and REM sleep makes up the remaining 20% of sleep time.

In the first part of the night, alcohol helps people to not wake up, and it 
increases non-REM sleep. During the second part of the night, alcohol has been 
metabolized and eliminated from the body resulting in more fragmented sleep; 
this happens because of the body’s attempt to re-establish its normal sleep 
patterns, which causes a disruption in sleep. When considering the night as a 
whole, alcohol reduces REM sleep, with greater amounts of alcohol causing 
greater reductions in REM sleep. To minimize the impact of alcohol on sleep, avoid 
alcohol a couple of hours before bedtime. 

Sleep, Sleepiness, and Alcohol Use

Reviewing alcohol’s effects on normal sleep

DON’T SNOOZE ON NUTRITION: HOW FOOD AFFECTS SLEEP   ||  APRIL 2019

Zzzzzzzzz...

The National Sleep Foundation 
recommends adults need 7-9 hours 
of sleep per night. The average 
american adult sleeps approximately 
6.5 hours per night.
The Link Between Sleep and Weight Gain

Inadequate and excessive sleep 
have been associated with increased 
risk of obesity, diabetes, cvd and 
mortality.
Short sleep duration and health outcomes
Sleep duration and chronic diseases

http://jcsm.aasm.org/viewabstract.aspx?pid=29198
http://www.unlockfood.ca/en/Articles/Caffeine/Facts-on-Caffeine.aspx
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/food-nutrition/food-safety/food-additives/caffeine-foods/foods.html
https://pubs.niaaa.nih.gov/publications/arh25-2/101-109.htm
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2013/01/130122162236.htm
https://www.todaysdietitian.com/newarchives/060112p48.shtml
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27743803
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24082301
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OATS, KIWI & ALMOND PROTEIN SMOOTHIE
YIELD: 1 serving

Ingredients
• 1 scoop whey protein powder
• 2 tbsps rolled oats
• 2 kiwi fruit, sliced without skin
• 2 tbsps almonds

• ½ banana 
• Skim milk to desired 

consistency

Instructions
1. Place ingredients in blender and puree.

Courtesy of allnutribulletrecipies.com

Meet Your Featured Dietitian!
SUSAN SMITH
RD, CDE

I chose to pursue a career in dietetics quite simply 
because I love food and value health. Those who 
know me know that I both eat to live and live to 
eat. I am a non-diet dietitian and am proud to 
practice a ‘health at every size’ approach to help 
my patients achieve better health and wellness 
through improved food and lifestyle choices. I’ve 
worked with the Hamilton Family Health Team since 
2007 and have coordinated the nutrition groups 
program since 2014. 

Favourite Quotes:
“Let food be thy medicine and medicine be thy 
food.” 
 - Hippocrates  

“Eat food. Not too much. Mostly plants.” 
 - Michael Pollan 

Practices: Rosedale Medical Group

MYTH: 
Having a glass of warm milk at 
night will help you sleep.

FACT: 
Yes and no. Protein foods 
such as milk and milk products 
contain the sleep-inducing 
amino acid tryptophan. Having 
warm milk at bedtime is a good 
way to get calcium and can be 
a comforting way to unwind. 
Yet, consuming milk as such is 
unlikely to induce sleep, as the 
amount of tryptophan present in 
milk is too small. 

https://allnutribulletrecipes.com/

