The power of sleep: A pillar of
healthy aging for seniors

By Raj Kalra, MD

hen it comes to health and aging, much

of the focus is placed on nutrition, exer-

cise, and medical care. However, a key

pillar of lifestyle medicine that often
gets overlooked is sleep. For seniors, high-quality
sleep is just as essential as diet and physical activity.
Yet, many older adults experience sleep disturbances
that can negatively impact cognitive function, im-
mune health, and overall well-being.

Sleep plays a critical role in memory processing,
cellular repair, and emotional regulation. During
sleep the brain clears out toxins, including beta-
amyloid, a protein linked to Alzheimer’s disease.
Studies have shown that poor sleep accelerates cog-
nitive decline, increasing the risk of dementia. Sleep
also plays a vital role in reducing inflammation, sup-
porting the immune system, and regulating blood
sugar levels, all of which are important in preventing
chronic conditions like heart disease and diabetes.

Despite the importance of sleep, many seniors
struggle with insomnia, restless sleep, or early awak-
enings. Changes in circadian rhythms that come with
aging often lead to lighter, fragmented sleep. Medical
conditions such as arthritis, respiratory issues, and
restless leg syndrome can cause discomfort, while
certain medications can interfere with rest. Frequent
nighttime urination (nocturia) is another common
issue that disrupts sleep cycles and prevents seniors
from reaching the deep, restorative stages of sleep.

A lifestyle medicine approach emphasizes natu-
ral strategies to improve sleep without relying on
sedative medications, which can increase fall risk
and cognitive impairment. One of the most effective
ways to improve sleep is by maintaining a consistent
sleep schedule — going to bed and waking up at the
same time each day helps regulate the body’s inter-
nal clock. Seniors should also prioritize morning
sunlight exposure, which helps regulate melatonin,
the hormone responsible for sleep. In contrast,
artificial blue light from electronic devices, such as
smartphones, tablets, computers, and televisions,
before bed can suppress melatonin production, mak-
ing it harder to fall asleep. Reducing screen time in
the evening and dimming indoor lighting can help
counteract this effect.

Creating an optimal sleep environment can
significantly improve sleep quality. A cool, dark,
and quiet bedroom promotes deeper sleep, while
small changes like blackout curtains, white noise
machines, and comfortable bedding can make a
big difference. Engaging in calming activities, such
as reading, deep breathing, or meditation, before
bedtime can also help signal to the body that it’s
time to rest.

Nutrition plays a crucial role in sleep. Certain
foods, including almonds, walnuts, kiwis, and tart
cherries, naturally contain melatonin and magne-
sium, which promote relaxation. On the other hand,
caffeine, alcohol, and heavy meals before bed can
interfere with sleep and should be avoided in the
evening.
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Regular physical activity has
been shown to improve sleep qual-
ity in older adults. Engaging in at
least 30 minutes of movement
daily, whether through walking,
yoga, or light strength training,
helps regulate energy levels and
promote deeper sleep. However,
exercising too close to bedtime
can have the opposite effect, so
it’s best to keep vigorous activity
to earlier in the day.

For those who continue to
struggle with sleep despite mak-
ing lifestyle changes, it’s impor-
tant to identify and address any
underlying medical conditions
that may be contributing to poor
sleep. Consulting a healthcare
provider can help determine
whether breathing irregularities,
pain, or other health issues are
disrupting sleep patterns.

Improving sleep is about more
than just feeling well rested —
it’s about enhancing longevity,
protecting brain health, and im-
proving overall well-being. By
prioritizing consistent routines,
healthy habits, and a supportive
sleep environment, seniors can
experience better energy levels,
improved mood, and sharper cog-
nitive function.

As we continue to emphasize
lifestyle medicine as a founda-
tion for healthy aging, the role of
sleep cannot be ignored. Taking
proactive steps to improve sleep
can lead to alonger, healthier, and
more vibrant life, making rest not
just a necessity, but a powerful
tool for wellness in aging.

Dr. Raj Kalra is a board-certi-
fied physician specializing in physi-
cal medicine and rehabilitation,
pain medicine, lifestyle medicine,
and obesity medicine. Passion-
ate about helping seniors lead
healthier, more fulfilling lives, he
advocates for lifestyle medicine as
a key to aging well. As the founder
of Aroha Memory Care, Dr. Kalra
is dedicated to creating a compas-
sionate, wellness-focused environ-
ment where seniors can thrive with
confidence and purpose. Learn
more at www.arohamemorycare.
com.
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KENWOOD GREENS

RESIDENTIAL CARE FACILITY
FOR SENIORS

Kenwood Greens is a residential care facility, providing
comfortable care for senior adults. Set on an acre of lush gardens,
Kenwood Greens is an intimate facility that houses a maximum
of eight residents. Each resident enjoys his or her own private
room with garden views and plenty of natural light.
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® 24-hour Supervision

* Memory Care
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¢ Short and Long Term Care
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