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Praise for Sleep Well, Take Risks, Squish the Peas


“From the psychology of toddlers comes a surprisingly intuitive blueprint for a better life. This is one of the most original advice books I’ve read in a long time!”

—Cal Newport, New York Times bestselling author of Digital Minimalism and Deep Work

“Sleep Well, Take Risks, Squish the Peas is one of those books that you find yourself thinking about well after you’ve finished it. It turns out we already know how to live a fulfilling life. We just forgot the lessons. Hasan Merali provides a much-needed fresh perspective, showing us with plenty of evidence to back it up, why we need to be a little more like a toddler. A must-read for anyone looking to have a healthier, happier, more productive life.”

—Steve Magness, author of Do Hard Things and coauthor of Peak Performance
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For Arya, my source of daily toddler inspiration




Introduction: Toddlerhood

Who is that little person, and why did they put a bead up their nose?

Imagine, if you will, a different type of world. You arrive at work one morning on your bright red tricycle and just as you are pulling into a parking space, someone in a Power Wheels SUV cuts you off and takes the spot. It turns out it’s Frankie. He’s new to the company, and you don’t know him well yet. Without even a bit of frustration, you wave a happy “Good morning!” to him and find your own space much farther away from the office building. You prefer the extra exercise anyway. After you dismount from your tricycle, Lucy, who you just met a week ago, sees you in the parking lot. She runs as fast as she can toward you to greet you with a big hug. Your hair is completely messed up; your shirt is on backward for some reason; and there is chocolate smeared on your cheek from the chocolate chip pancakes you ate for breakfast. Lucy does not care. In fact she doesn’t even notice (and for that matter, neither do you). All she sees is a person with a good heart. She holds your hand and the two of you walk into work together.

Later that morning, you sit in on the quarterly finance meeting full of excitement and with a big smile on your face the entire time. Any opportunity you get, you try to make jokes, and your colleagues make even more jokes as they know you will laugh. This meeting is actually fun, you think to yourself. Questions fill your brain, and without a worry of how stupid they will make you look, you ask each one. Your objective is purely to understand things better, which, by the end of the meeting, you do. You have absolutely no fears about speaking your mind, and every idea you have is acknowledged by your coworkers. Over the last year, several of your ideas have propelled the company forward, but you feel you have not had an equitable raise. Without hesitation, you set up a meeting with your boss to discuss this. Your series of honest questions and remarkable confidence help her better understand your contribution, and she agrees to an even higher raise than what you had in mind. She also notes during the meeting that you are regarded by everyone in your company as the most generous and empathetic person they know. Great, now you can buy some toys for your siblings!

As you sit at your desk after the meeting, you get back to working on an important proposal that is due next week. One section deals with a particularly challenging problem that you are not sure how to solve and feel slightly frustrated. No worries, you immediately start talking to yourself from a third-person perspective to help you think through how you will complete it. It works. You successfully finish the section and are able to calm your frustration using the same technique.

Because you love exercise so much, it’s difficult to be at your desk for too long, and the meeting you have at the end of your morning becomes a walking meeting. You take your lunch break later than most people today, not because you have too much to do but because you simply do not feel hungry. You eat only when you are hungry and stop when you are full, without snacking unnecessarily. You don’t even feel tired in the afternoon because you didn’t overeat, and you are well rested. Last night you got eleven hours of sleep and always take your scheduled nap in the late afternoon. Later in your workday, as you are walking to the supply room, you notice that Frankie is on the phone with tech support because he can’t get a document from the company shared drive. You overhear him saying, “I already tried that,” clearly frustrated. Now you, being the helpful person you are, disregard how he took your parking space that morning. Instead, you politely ask him to hang up the phone and then spend fifteen minutes with him fixing the shared drive issue. Whenever you see someone who needs you, you help them, no matter what.

This, my friends, is an insight into the beautiful world of the toddler mind. It is a world filled with wonder, excitement, and true happiness. A place where there is complete honesty, unflappable empathy, little judgment based on your appearance, a drive to be active and eat appropriately, and where your ideas and what you are willing to try are endless. There are, of course, things I left out of that story, such as the five minutes you spent crying and yelling when you lost your pen, the multiple injuries your coworkers sustained from coffee tables and other furniture as they jumped around believing they could fly, and how everyone in the meeting that morning pooped their pants. But focusing on the upside is the purpose of this book: to highlight how these smart tykes can teach you how to improve your work and personal life and to generally be a better person.

How would you like to get to a point where you are generous and kind to everyone, including those who have been selfish in the past? Would you like to eat better and get your weight under control? How would you like to have no fears at work to the point where you feel comfortable asking any question? How would you like to have the ability and confidence to take more risks in your personal and professional life? I’m sure we all would, but the decades since we were toddlers have taken most of us in a different direction. It’s time to go back, at least partly, to that wonderful time. You can think of this book as a reminder of a period in your life you likely don’t remember well; however, it was a time when you had all those things figured out. In this book, I hope to show you why it is so important to act like a toddler.



Let’s take a step back for a minute to discuss the magical time known as toddlerhood. It’s a time when children take their first steps, start speaking, learn to sing, and develop their own unique dance moves. Toddlerhood starts at age one, and while the definition of when it ends varies, it is generally thought to extend to sometime when the child is three years old. This period of discovery and learning new skills blends into the next phase: the preschool phase. Preschoolers are between the ages of three and five, and it is during this time that they start to ask questions, draw beautiful pictures (at least in the eyes of their parents), and become toilet trained. It is during these two phases, when children are constantly challenged with new tasks as they learn about the world, that they demonstrate some of the best qualities we have as humans. This book focuses on those two age ranges, and the majority of the research that will be discussed centers on children one to five years old. I mention this because, in this book, I often use the word toddler to encompass this age range more generally, which follows infancy (up to one year) and precedes middle childhood (after five years).

So why is it that toddlers demonstrate remarkable openness, dedication to their tasks, and unmatched curiosity? The answer is simple: Their brains are different. Early childhood is a period of rapid brain growth and development, and toddlers’ brains have been evolutionarily tuned to learning, often better than adults. Neurons, or brain cells, have synapses, which are communication pathways between neurons. At birth, each neuron has about 2,500 synapses, and by age two there are 15,000. The ability of the brain to create and reorganize pathways is referred to as neuroplasticity, and it is this malleability that allows toddlers to think differently and learn remarkably quickly. Over time, however, the brain naturally undergoes a process to eliminate synapses, called pruning, and by adulthood only about half these synapses remain.1,2 So while you may be able to see patterns based on your experience and reach conclusions much faster than a toddler, they remain open to more possibilities, learning whatever they can in every situation.

A second major reason why the toddler brain is different than that of an adult, and hence why they behave so differently, is that they have a less developed prefrontal cortex. This area of the brain is responsible for executive control, which is what allows us to perform goal-directed behavior. Important functions such as planning and utilizing working memory to hold information in our minds while using it are examples of executive control.3 While toddlers are obviously less skilled than older children and adults in these areas, an underdeveloped prefrontal cortex provides several advantages. For example, adults have much more selective attention, focusing only on the most relevant information. Their prefrontal cortex filters out what the brain perceives as irrelevant. Toddlers, on the other hand, distribute their attention more generally, allowing them to notice more details.

I see this best whenever I am walking with my toddler daughter, Arya. Our morning walk to day care would only take five minutes if I were alone, but with her, it is closer to fifteen minutes. This is not only due to her having small legs; it’s because she notices things I don’t and must stop to consider them carefully. Even though she has now done this walk hundreds of times, there is always something new she asks about. A bird call she has not heard before, the smell of wet grass after it has rained, or a cloud that perhaps looks like a bunny. This toddler-level attention to detail makes them better than adults at gathering information, which in turn makes them more adaptable to different situations.4

Another result of having a less mature prefrontal cortex is creativity. Unlike adults, children are much more flexible in their thinking: For example, they can see alternate uses of objects. When adults see an object, they automatically associate it with certain functions based on past experience thanks to their fully developed prefrontal cortex.5 Young children do not have this problem, which is why, for example, kindergarteners perform so well in the Marshmallow Challenge. In this activity, the goal is to build the tallest freestanding structure using twenty sticks of spaghetti, one yard of tape, one yard of string, and one marshmallow. When different groups have been tested, kindergartners have been shown to outperform business school students, lawyers, and most other adults. There were only two groups that beat kindergartners. The first were architects and engineers, and the second were CEOs, but only if they had an executive administrator. CEOs alone were still beaten by the kindergarteners. One of the major differences observed in how the various groups carry out the test is that adults plan the best course of action and then execute while children build multiple successive prototypes improving their design in an iterative process.6 The less mature prefrontal cortex can be advantageous when faced with novel scenarios. As we age and the prefrontal cortex matures, we gain executive function but lose some of the natural abilities we had to explore, learn, and be creative.7

Finally, young children are right-brain dominant. Rather than focusing on logic as the left hemisphere of the brain does, the right hemisphere is more emotional, nonverbal, and experiential.8 Toddlers show their right hemisphere dominance in many ways; they live in the moment and take risks. They will jump off tall structures, chase wild animals, and stop everything they are doing to help a stranger. They are impulsive but often in a way we can admire. They don’t need to think things over for a day, discuss with colleagues, and weigh the pros and cons. They make quick decisions, and given their strong sense of empathy, they are often the best decisions. Sometimes they get injured, but their ability to steadily push beyond their physical and cognitive limits expands their range and confidence in tackling new tasks.

As toddlers get older and their brains mature, the left hemisphere engages more, and they are then driven to understand the world better. They start to ask “Why?” consistently. Since the left hemisphere has not yet balanced the right at this point, they have no fear or anxiety in asking any and every question that comes to mind, unlike an adult who may feel the question is socially awkward or inappropriate. Learning, understanding, and engaging with people and their environment are a toddler’s goals.

The adult brain, with narrowly focused synaptic pathways, a mature prefrontal cortex, and a better balance between hemispheres, has many advantages. As adults, we can plan complex tasks for the future, apply reasoning skills, and make decisions that follow a logical pattern. With this maturation, however, there are drawbacks. We lose creativity, spontaneity, curiosity, fearlessness, and an intense drive to learn and test new hypotheses.9 Luckily for us, neuroplasticity continues throughout adulthood. We have the ability to constantly reshape our brains so that we can improve and learn from others.10 In this book, we will explore many of the ways that toddlers are the best teachers for self-improvement.



This is a book I have wanted to write for some time. As a researcher and pediatrician who specializes in pediatric emergency medicine, I have the unique privilege of interacting with children regularly. I see them in perfect health, with overly worried new parents who bring in their baby for spit-up, and when they are just hanging on to life, like the six-year-old who was hit by a car while biking. I am also the proud father of a toddler. Some of you may also be fortunate enough to work with children or maybe you have children or grandchildren of your own. Even if you don’t interact with young children regularly, or don’t like children, there is a lot we can learn from them. Don’t believe the images on television and in popular culture of a toddler alternately having a temper tantrum and then throwing food throughout the day. The more informal definitions of toddlers, such as “a cross between a sociopath, a rabid animal, a cocker spaniel, a demon, and an angel,”11 are also incorrect. There are many misconceptions about toddlers, and those of you who either work with them or have raised them will know better. Despite popular culture, there is no such thing as the “terrible twos” if viewed from a developmentally appropriate lens. There is no such thing as a “sugar high” or that they are all picky eaters. They are in fact incredibly gentle, loving souls and are far more advanced in their thinking and actions on many issues when compared to adults.

This is a different type of book than the excellent books about how to parent, teach, and raise your child to be happy and healthy. It is also not a book of funny quotes from children (which I love!). Instead, in this book, the roles are reversed in that I will outline many of the ways these intelligent and curious little people can teach you how to improve your work and personal lives. I will highlight a variety of interesting research studies along the way that have helped us understand how toddlers react in certain situations, and I will argue that our lives as adults would be better if we could adopt some or all of these traits.

Here, I must acknowledge the researchers whose studies I discuss in this book. Everything from the way the studies were set up to the researchers’ objective analyses was brilliant, and I enjoyed selecting the most relevant ones. And I will say the researchers had their own challenges that come with toddlers. In research, some people, or subjects as they are referred to, are often excluded because they didn’t meet some criteria for a study. For example, they were too young or old for a certain medication or vaccine. I found it interesting to note reasons why some toddlers were excluded from studies. These included impulse control failures, lack of cooperation, what they said didn’t make any sense, and that they tried to trick the experimenter.12,13 Note that this book is not meant to be a comprehensive overview of all the literature on child psychology and development. Rather, it is a collection of some of the most important and interesting studies that highlight what we can learn from our toddler teachers. I will not go into the technical details or analyses, and I try to present the facts simply as they are in the study, with some author interpretations. Some issues may be a bit controversial, and I have noted those as well.

So let’s dive in and explore the wonderful ways in which these little people think and function. In the ten chapters that follow, we will cover a wide range of topics, such as sleep, teamwork, and risk-taking. At the end of each chapter, you will also see key toddler teachings. These are actionable items you can start implementing in your personal and professional life. To summarize the entire book, I have included a sample toddler schedule at the end so you can see how this could map your schedule. Try to make use of this in your daily life as you integrate the toddler teachings.

The only other suggestion I have, if at all possible, is to observe and interact with toddlers. Many of the themes presented in this book will jump right out and you will likely discover even more ways of how thinking and acting like a toddler will help you in your life. Remember, at one time, you personified all the characteristics presented in this book. So try to go back to that and make yourself the happier, healthier version of you that you once were.




Part I: A Gold Star in Life




Chapter 1: The Basics

Eat what you want, take naps, and run around.

A good night’s rest, healthy eating habits, and exercise all have extraordinary benefits for our bodies and minds. These benefits include, but are not limited to, improved mood, a decreased risk of several diseases, a healthy weight, and improved memory. Ensuring the basics are taken care of can help you with concentration and working more efficiently at your job. For most of us, at least one of these areas is something we can improve upon. Without an initial focus on these three elements, it will be challenging to implement the ideas that come later in the book or even to pay attention while you are reading this. Therefore, this chapter comes at the beginning of the toddler lessons. So let us take some time and see how remarkable toddlers are at ensuring that the basics are taken care of.


One Last Bite

Jack Danger loves raw vegetables. In a series of videos posted when he was four years old, Jack is seen walking around his garden in Alaska picking vegetables and crunching on them. In one scene he uproots a turnip and after taking a bite realizes something is off, “Got some… dirt.” But that’s not a problem; he shakes it off and continues munching and then makes his way over to the kale. When asked about the kale by his mom—“What’s it good for?”—Jack responds in between bites, “It’s a plant with fiber” and understands that fiber “can help me poop.”1,2 And while Jack is certainly a model for healthy eating that not all toddlers are, toddlers do have better eating habits than most adults, and we can learn some valuable lessons from them.

Unlike Jack, many of us do not eat enough whole foods. While most of us are fortunate to live in countries where food is readily available, much of this food is highly processed and calorie dense. Eating this type of food, combined with the problem many of us have of overeating, shows at our waistlines. Three out of ten Canadians and four out of ten Americans are obese, and there is an increasing trend toward obesity. In the United States, it is projected that nearly half of all adults will be obese by 2030.3 The key factor for weight loss is not exercise but consuming fewer calories.4 Exercise is incredibly beneficial, but more so for keeping the weight off once you lose it.5 If we limit how many calories we consume, we could avoid being overweight and obese. This is something you may know, but very few of us pay attention to the calories we consume, let alone track them. If you do, that is fantastic, but for most of us, the answer is no.

Compared to calorie counting, there is a much simpler way to limit the calories we consume. Think back to your toddler days, a time when you were perfectly able to stop yourself from eating when you felt full. You even fought back if someone tried to give you more and threw the food at them! These little people are smart and more in tune with their bodies than we adults are. As a pediatrician, I cannot tell you how many children I have seen (yes, even in the emergency room) because “My child won’t eat,” yet the toddler is gaining weight appropriately. Is it that the child is undereating? Or perhaps it is the parent who overestimates the proper portion size and expects the child to overeat. Toddlers can simply better detect what it means to be full, and what the next step should be: stop eating.

Unlike adults, who eat due to varying emotions such as boredom, or because others around them are eating, toddlers have the amazing ability to eat mainly for hunger, and a bit of play, of course. Abnormal eating patterns develop throughout a child’s life as a result of caregiver approaches to try to feed them when they are not hungry.6 Even when presented with foods that are high in sugar, children can regulate themselves and resist. In one experiment, researchers at the Pennsylvania State University examined thirty-one (originally thirty-two, but one child “refused to participate”) three- to five-year-old children at day care. Over a period of three months, the children were offered either wheat crackers or cookies during their afternoon snack time. Initially, children were given equal access to the crackers or the cookies each day for three weeks. They could eat as much of each one as they wanted during that phase of the experiment. Then, there was a restriction phase that lasted five weeks. During the restriction phase, each child received a large portion of crackers while the cookies were kept in a transparent jar on the table where they were sitting. They could see the cookies but were not allowed to eat them. After ten minutes of eating crackers and staring at the cookies, they were allowed two minutes to access the cookies and eat them before they were sealed up again. After five weeks of this, children were again monitored for another three weeks when they had equal access to crackers or cookies, just as in the initial phase.

Amazingly, when the data was analyzed, researchers showed that before and after the restriction phase there was no difference in the children choosing cookies or crackers, as well as no difference in how much they ate of each. However, during the restriction phase they clearly chose the cookies more often, asked for them more, and made more attempts to get them.7 So this image we have of toddlers always trying to get cookies is simply because they have been told they are special treats and are kept away from them. The true nature of the toddler is not to overindulge.

While adults cannot be trusted like toddlers not to overindulge, there are other strategies we can use. The easiest is to simply not keep junk food in the house. When you do feel like snacking, you are more likely to reach for something healthier if you have no other choice. If you do decide to keep some of your favorite high-calorie snacks at home, it is best to keep them out of sight and not readily accessible. Adult data has shown that obese individuals are more likely to have visible food kept in more locations around the house compared to nonobese individuals.8

Not only can toddlers avoid high-calorie food and eat for hunger rather than pleasure, they also have the remarkable ability to adjust their calorie needs based on portion size and the number of times they eat in a day. In one national study, a research team led by Mathematica Policy Research used a random sample of more than three thousand American infants and toddlers to assess meal size and frequency of eating. Using a database of twenty-four-hour recall data that parents gave on what their children had eaten, the researchers found that toddlers (one- and two-year-olds) would eat smaller meals if they were eating more often and larger meals if they were eating less often.9 They would do this without even thinking. Unfortunately, the ability to do this diminishes as children get older.10 However, it still remains an excellent strategy: Whenever you are sitting down for your next meal, think for a moment about your previous meal and whether it was large or small and how long ago you ate. Perhaps you can adjust your current meal based on this by either changing your portion size or how often you eat to help balance your total calories for the day. Portion size has been shown to be linked to calorie consumption in adults11 as well as children.12 Although we might not easily be able to eat less since we have been trained to eat everything on our plates, we can try to serve smaller portions.

On the topic of food self-regulation, let us take a step backward for a moment to infancy. Not only can children less than one year of age vary the amount they eat based on the frequency they are eating, like toddlers, but they can also regulate how much they eat based on the energy density of their food. Energy density is a measure of how many calories per unit of weight are in a certain food. An entire cabbage, for example, has a low energy density as it is heavy but has very few calories. Nuts, on the other hand, are highly energy dense as they contain a lot of calories and weigh very little. Let us say for a minute that an infant, who mostly eats purees and milk or formula, suddenly had a full mouth of teeth and was able to eat the same foods older children and adults can. If, for example, an infant ate fast food for lunch, they would automatically adjust their calorie needs and eat a salad for dinner because they have internal calorie counters. This ability, unfortunately, is lost after twelve months of age,13 but we always have the option of doing it manually. The difficulty in calorie counting is that it is time-consuming and can feel overwhelming at first. However, if it is done properly, it can be effective for weight loss and, over a few months, it will take less time to do it each day.14 There is a large body of research indicating that adults consistently underestimate calories, so if you have tried everything else, it may be worthwhile to start using a calorie counter.

The next time you are eating, listen to your internal cues of whether you are hungry or not. Just because it is a certain time of day, or other people are eating, or you are bored does not mean you have to eat. After you have started eating, as soon as you feel full, stop. And taking this a step further, it is even better if you can practice Hara Hachi Bu. This is practiced by some of the healthiest people in the world who live in Okinawa, Japan, and it means: Stop eating when you’re 80 percent full.15 You are an adult and do not have to “finish that last bite” as you have probably been trained to do (to your detriment). This idea of “just three more bites” is a form of socializing children to eat past their internal hunger cues,16 and it is time we all stop this, for our children and for ourselves. Toddlers know how to control their eating, and if it were not for parents pressuring kids to eat, restricting certain foods, modeling excessive eating, and offering large portions, we likely would all have a better relationship with food.17 Adjusting your portion sizes and frequency of eating the way toddlers do may be helpful. And if all else fails, give calorie counting a try with one of the many great apps that are now available.



Fast Asleep

As we have all experienced (sometimes daily), sleeping is critical for optimal functioning, concentration, and mood. Unfortunately, many of us do not prioritize sleep and get much less than we need. Current recommendations are that adults should be getting a minimum of seven hours per night regularly. Less than this is associated with a multitude of health problems including high blood pressure, heart disease, stroke, depression, dementia, and obesity. There is also clear evidence that less than seven hours decreases performance and increases errors.18 Some of us also accept a sleep deficit during the week and promise ourselves that we will make up for it on the weekend by sleeping more. Sadly, weekend recovery sleep does not reduce many of the negative effects of decreased sleep, such as weight gain.19

For children, sleep is even more important as they need it for growth and development. Current World Health Organization (WHO) guidelines are that children between one and two years of age should get eleven to fourteen hours of good quality sleep while those three to four years of age should get ten to thirteen hours. This recommendation is for a twenty-four-hour period and includes naps.20 Over time, however, we as a society are headed in the wrong direction when it comes to sleep. Researchers from the University of South Australia examined sleep data of nearly 700,000 children and adolescents from twenty countries from 1905 to 2008. Looking at the data in aggregate, there were consistent declines in the length of time youth are sleeping, and over that 103-year period, there has been a decrease of more than one hour per night in sleep overall.21

While there are many factors that contribute to poor and inadequate sleep, I will point to three things that help toddlers sleep better, and hopefully they can help you. The first is having an established bedtime routine that specifically includes reading, the second is decreasing screen time before bed, and the third is napping during the day.



The Importance of Routine

Toddlers thrive on having a routine. It gives them a sense of order and security, and nowhere else in their lives is it more important, or more helpful, than at bedtime. One of the most important things that allows toddlers to get a good night’s sleep is sticking to a scheduled time to be in bed each night and having a consistent set of activities that precede this. Many adults do not have a regular bedtime and as a result often feel tired or have a low mood the next day, both of which are counterproductive. A bedtime routine for toddlers has many benefits, including an earlier bedtime, an easier time falling asleep, reduced nighttime awakenings, and most importantly, increased sleep duration. There are also many benefits to having a consistent bedtime routine beyond sleep quality. It has been associated with improved emotional regulation, behavioral regulation, and even literacy.22

A bedtime routine does not have to be complicated, and in fact it is better if it includes only a few activities. Popular activities for toddlers are bathing, getting a massage, reading, and cuddling. Any of these I am sure could work for you as well.23 And one of the most important things, as any child caregiver knows, is consistency. The better children are about sticking to the routine, the better their sleep is.24 You must also stay consistent with yourself around your own routine and the time you go to sleep.

What is great about improving your sleep with a routine is that results can come rather quickly. To test how well a bedtime routine works, researchers at the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia did a study where two hundred one- to three-year-olds were randomized to two different groups. What this means is that once the families agreed to participate in the study, a computer decided indiscriminately whether they went into the intervention group or the control group. The intervention group is the group that has the new idea tested on them, and the control group is the group that does things as they normally would. Having a computer decide this is a method researchers use to decrease bias and get closer to the truth.

For this study, in the intervention group, caregivers spent one week doing their usual routine and baseline data was collected. Then, for two weeks, the caregivers were told to do three simple things before bed: bathe the child, apply lotion, and do a quiet activity like cuddling or singing a lullaby. The entire routine was to last half an hour after the end of the bath. The mothers in the control group did not have any instructions and continued to put their child to bed as they normally would. Some may already have been doing elements of a bedtime routine, but they did not have specific instructions on what to do and how many things to do. After the three-week study period, several benefits were seen in the intervention group when compared to the control group including falling asleep faster, decreased night awakenings, and longer periods of sleep.25 Since these results were seen over the duration of a two-week intervention period, the researchers later dug a little deeper using the same procedure in one- to two-year-olds (and some infants as well). What they found was even better news: the children who had the set bedtime routine showed benefits after just three nights.26

When thinking more about what you can do for your bedtime routine, it is helpful to examine the specific activities that toddlers do to help them sleep. Adapting a consistent toddler-like nighttime routine can help you, as well, get a better night’s sleep.27 So far, we have discussed the importance of a consistent bedtime, and taking a bath, but what should we do just before falling asleep? The answer comes from an incredible child development study where over four thousand children from twenty American cities were followed from birth to five years of age. This study included home visits so researchers could see exactly what toddlers were doing at bedtime. A remarkable number of factors were examined as part of a larger study, but if we focus on sleep, the researchers found that language-based bedtime routines were associated with longer nighttime sleep duration. Language-based routines are things such as reading, storytelling, and even singing.28 It turns out the perfect way to end your bedtime routine is with a good book.



Turn Off the Screens

Any toddler will tell you, no matter how good their bedtime routine is, the last few minutes must be devoted to tucking them in. Being under a cozy blanket is calming and provides them with a sense of security they need to be able to sleep in their own beds. Although media mogul Arianna Huffington has adult daughters who do not need tucking in, she has adapted this for something completely different: her cell phone. As an advocate for better sleep and author of the book The Sleep Revolution, Huffington understands the importance of not having screen time before bed.29 In fact, she has even designed a cell phone bed, complete with satin sheets, where she tucks in her phone, outside her bedroom, and charges it each night.30

If you have read anything about better sleep, it is very likely that you have come across the advice to decrease screen time before going to bed. This is challenging to implement since smartphones and streaming television have become increasingly addictive for a variety of reasons. It is critical, however, that you disengage from these at night for better sleep. Screen time before bed affects everyone, including toddlers. In a study led by researchers at East Michigan University, nearly five hundred two-year-olds had two home visits where a researcher recorded everything that was happening around the child’s bedtime. The parents were even given microphones so researchers could listen in when the parent and child were alone. Observations were made in the hour prior to the bedtime routine (the pre-bedtime period), as well as during the actual bedtime routine. To get an accurate measure of the child’s sleep, the children all wore an actigraph. This is a watch-like device that can objectively measure rest. As expected, screen time in the pre-bedtime period or during the bedtime routine was associated with more sleep problems, including going to sleep later and less consolidated sleep.31

There are several reasons why screen time prior to bed is harmful. First, it interferes with melatonin production. Melatonin is a hormone produced by the pineal gland in your brain and is released into your bloodstream at night. It regulates our circadian rhythm (internal clock) and facilitates falling asleep.32,33 Light, particularly short-wave blue light emitted by your cell phone, suppresses melatonin in humans.34 Lowered levels of melatonin can thus lead to insomnia, and it is why taking melatonin can help with sleep, particularly if your circadian rhythm is off balance. Importantly, natural levels of melatonin decrease with age, so the older you are, the more important it is to maintain the levels of melatonin needed for your natural sleep-wake cycle and not suppress it.

The second reason why screen time prior to sleeping is counterproductive is that the light emitted from our devices leads to a wakeful and more alert state. Part of this is due to the suppression of melatonin, but even during the daytime when melatonin is practically undetectable in the bloodstream, light produces a more wakeful state. Studies using positron-emission tomography (PET) scans, which can measure increased activity in the brain, show that light exposure at night activates multiple areas of the brain involved with attention.35

Finally, there is the simple issue of time displacement. The more time you spend watching TV, texting, or are trapped in a YouTube cycle, the less time you are devoting to sleep.36 The problem is, sleep seems like the least exciting option. However, once you begin to build a sleep routine and start to realize the benefits of improved sleep, you will likely choose to sleep much more often.

Given that the effects of screen time are largely
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