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The 3 a.m. Protocol
What to do when you surface at three and can't get back down.

The short list of things that help, and the two most common
habits that quietly make the next hour worse.

You don't wake up slowly. You're just awake, damp, heart going, and the
clock says 3:12. You've been here before and you know how the rest of it
goes.

The hour you're in right now has a shape to it, and you can change that shape. Not by
falling asleep faster, because chasing sleep is what keeps you up. By taking the

temperature down, taking the pressure off, and giving your body a boring place to land.

Read this once during the day. Keep it in the nightstand drawer. At 3 a.m. you only

need the six steps.

THE ONE IDEA

Your job at 3 a.m. isn't to get back to sleep. It's to get cool, get calm, and get

comfortable. Sleep shows up on its own once those three are handled. It never

shows up while you're waiting for it.

The six steps

1 Kick one leg out and cool your hands

Your hands, feet, and the front of your neck shed heat faster than anywhere else

on you. One bare foot out from under the covers moves more heat than throwing

off the whole comforter, and it doesn't leave you shivering ten minutes later. If
you've got a glass of cold water on the nightstand, wrap a hand around it. Cold

on the wrists works the same way.



2 Sit up for a second and finish the flush

Lying flat while you're still heating up drags it out. Sit on the edge of the bed, feet
on the floor, and let it crest and pass. Most women find it runs about three or

four minutes. Sitting through it beats lying there pretending it isn't happening.

3 Breathe out longer than you breathe in

In through the nose for four. Out through the mouth for six or eight. Ten rounds.

The long exhale is the part that matters, and it's the part people skip. This won't

knock you out. It takes the edge off the racing feeling so the rest of the protocol
has somewhere to work.

4 Park the list

If your brain has started on tomorrow, it isn't going to drop the subject until it
believes the list is safe somewhere. Keep a pad and a pen in the drawer, write

the three things down in the dark, and close it. Don't organize them. Don't add to

them. The point is to stop holding them.

5 If you're still awake after twenty minutes, get up

This is the step nobody wants and the one that changes the most. Twenty

minutes is about the limit before your brain starts filing "bed" under "the place
where I lie awake and get frustrated." Get up. Go to another room. Keep the

lights low, warm, and off to the side, never overhead.

Read something dull on paper. Fold the towels. Sit in a chair with a blanket.

Nothing with a plot, nothing with a screen, nothing that requires a decision. Go
back when you feel heavy, not when you feel like you should.

6 Get up at your normal time anyway

This one costs you tomorrow morning and buys you tomorrow night. Sleeping in
to make up for a bad night is the single fastest way to guarantee another one.

Hold your wake time inside about thirty minutes of normal, get daylight on your

face early, and let the pressure to sleep build back up through the day where it
belongs.



The two that quietly make it worse

ONE ·  THE PHONE

You tell yourself you're just checking the time. Twenty minutes later you've read

three emails you can't do anything about until Monday and your brain is fully

online. The light is part of the problem. The bigger part is that you handed your
nervous system something to chew on at the exact moment you were trying to get

it to stand down.

Put the phone across the room and use a plain alarm clock, face turned away.

Knowing the exact time at 3 a.m. has never once helped anybody.

TWO ·  THE NIGHTCAP

A glass of wine before bed puts you under faster. That part's real, which is why it's

such a hard habit to see clearly. What it also does is fragment the second half of

the night, and the second half of the night is where you're already having trouble.
It can turn one wake-up into three.

You don't have to give it up. Move it earlier. Finishing three hours before bed

instead of thirty minutes before is usually enough to tell the difference, and you'll
know inside a week.

What to set up during the day

The 3 a.m. protocol works better when the room is already on your side. None of this is
complicated and all of it is one-time.

Room temperature

Cooler than feels right when you get in. Somewhere around 65 degrees suits most people. If

you're negotiating with a partner, you win this one, and they get an extra blanket.

Two-layer bedding



A sheet plus a separate light blanket, so you can shed one without ending up under nothing.

A heavy single comforter gives you all or nothing at exactly the wrong moment.

What you sleep in

Cotton or bamboo, loose. Not fleece, not satin, nothing snug at the neck or wrists.

Nightstand kit

Cold water, a hand towel, a pad and pen, a paper book. That's the whole kit.

Caffeine cutoff

Early afternoon. Caffeine sticks around in the body far longer than the alert feeling lasts, so

the 2 p.m. cup is still working at 10 p.m. even though you stopped noticing it by four.

Light in the morning

Ten minutes outside within an hour of waking, even on a gray day. This is the strongest,

cheapest signal you have for setting tonight's timing, and it does more than anything you do

in the evening.

Two weeks from now

The wake-ups don't usually stop first. What changes first is how long you're up. An

hour and a half turns into forty minutes, then into a trip to the bathroom and back down.

That's the win, and it's easy to miss if you're only counting whether you woke up at all.

Write down one number each morning: roughly how long you were awake in the middle

of the night. Nothing else. Two weeks of that will tell you more than a month of trying to

remember how you've been sleeping, and you'll have something specific to bring to
your doctor if you decide to.



ONE MORE THING

If you're waking up gasping, if your partner has mentioned that you stop breathing

or snore heavily, or if you're falling asleep during the day no matter what the night
looked like, bring that to your doctor. Those point at something a protocol can't fix,

and they're worth an actual conversation.

This guide is for general wellness and comfort. It isn't medical advice, and it isn't meant
to diagnose or treat any condition. Talk with your doctor about your own situation,

especially before changing anything you take.
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