
 

Why alcohol before bedtime leaves you awake
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You've come home after a long day at work, you have dinner, put the
kids to bed, and then you have your usual nightcap before drifting off to
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sleep. Or, perhaps you're at the pub for the work Christmas party, and
you think you'll just have one more drink before heading home.

That last drink might help you fall asleep easily. But your nightcap can
also wreck a good night's sleep. How could it do both?

Here's what's going on in your body when you drink alcohol just before
bedtime. And if you want to drink at the Christmas party, we have some
tips on how to protect your sleep.

What happens to my body when I drink?

Soon after you drink, alcohol enters your bloodstream and travels to your
brain.

There, it affects chemical messengers known as neurotransmitters and 
slows down communication between nerve cells.

Certain regions of the brain are particularly vulnerable to the effects of
alcohol. When alcohol interacts with cells in these regions, the overall
effect leads to those characteristic feelings of relaxation, lowered
inhibitions, slurred speech, and may induce feelings of drowsiness and
lethargy.

Alcohol can also have immediate effects on the heart and circulatory
system. Blood vessels widen, resulting in a drop in blood pressure, which
can make you feel dizzy or lightheaded.

What happens soon after a nightcap?

Drinking alcohol before sleeping is like flipping a switch. At first,
alcohol has a sedative effect and you will probably feel more relaxed and
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drift off easily.

At this point, you still have a high level of alcohol in your blood. But
don't be fooled. As your body processes the alcohol, and the night goes
on, alcohol actually disrupts your sleep.

And later that night?

As your body processes the alcohol and your blood alcohol level drops,
your brain rebounds from the drowsiness you would have felt earlier in
the night.

This disturbs your sleep, and can wake you up multiple times,
particularly in the second half of the night. You may also have vivid and
stressful dreams.

This sleep disruption is mainly to the deep, "rapid eye movement" or
REM sleep.

This type of sleep plays an important role in regulating your emotions
and for your cognitive function. So not getting enough explains why you
wake up feeling pretty lousy and groggy.

Drinking alcohol before bedtime also tends to mean you sleep less
overall, meaning important rest and recharge time is cut short.

There are also long-term impacts of alcohol on sleep. Moderate and
heavy drinkers consistently have poor sleep quality and more sleep
disturbances over time.

How about the Christmas party then?
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If you plan to drink this holiday season, here are some tips to minimize
the effect of alcohol on your sleep:

Swap every other drink. Try swapping every second drink for a
non-alcoholic drink. The more alcohol you drink, the more sleep
disruption you can expect. Reducing how much you drink in any
one sitting can minimize the effect on your sleep

Avoid drinking alcohol close to bedtime. If you give your body
a chance to process the alcohol before you go to sleep, your sleep
will be less disrupted

Eat while you drink. Drinking on an empty stomach is going to
worsen the effects of alcohol as the alcohol will be absorbed 
faster. So try to eat something while you're drinking

Ditch the espresso martinis and other caffeinated drinks. 
Caffeine can make it hard to get to sleep, and hard to stay asleep

Be careful if you have sleep apnea. People who have sleep
apnea (when their upper airway is repeatedly blocked during
sleep) can be even more impacted by drinking alcohol. That's
because alcohol can act as a muscle relaxant, leading to more
snoring, and lower oxygen levels in the blood. If you have sleep
apnea, limiting how much alcohol you drink is the best way to
avoid these effects

Drink plenty of water. Staying hydrated will help you sleep
better and will hopefully stave off the worst of tomorrow's
hangover.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative

4/5

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/holiday+season/
https://academic.oup.com/sleep/article/44/1/zsaa135/5871424?casa_token=okbJAuf8TXUAAAAA:ye_q-DACToxvj8H3IVaiKrjNkDhHZnl-LKJdds3iteaKyzJFuHUzitlRv45DqxNO-FraDRAlQMV53z8
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1467-3010.2006.00588.x?casa_token=TQiCqcbasYAAAAAA:GbEvnTT82aB3_sPfmJLOQXIV3ivjnbZdIoP2_XZBa8IDZ0YLaPxNfE6DMHLgH7obnpA22VDsM4vyGZV4dQ
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1087079207000937?casa_token=NJsobF-C-vwAAAAA:opzPjrglPdZTwXEo7rHil5vm0a1K3KmXw9vp0Het-eRHZEWbfRAA40vgicU3Z5kC8x7uEJF39C8
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/drinking/
https://academic.oup.com/sleep/article/5/4/318/2753287
https://academic.oup.com/sleep/article/42/2/zsy210/5155420
https://academic.oup.com/sleep/article/42/2/zsy210/5155420
https://theconversation.com


 

Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: Why alcohol before bedtime leaves you awake at 3 am, desperate for sleep (2023,
December 15) retrieved 27 April 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-12-alcohol-
bedtime-desperate.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://theconversation.com/christmas-drinks-anyone-why-alcohol-before-bedtime-leaves-you-awake-at-3am-desperate-for-sleep-216834
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-12-alcohol-bedtime-desperate.html
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-12-alcohol-bedtime-desperate.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

