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Your 3rd-most important possession

Other than your car and your house, your mattress is probably your most important possession. You will spend a third of the next ten years on it. 

Before you leave for the store
Measure all doorways and hallways to see the largest mattress you can possibly get. If you need to get the mattress up a flight of stairs, make sure there's room to maneuver it in all three dimensions. If you are in your later years, also consider the size of your future bedroom in an independent-living unit in a retirement home.

The best objective mattress-comparison website is www.sleeplikethedead.com/mattress-comparisons.html. You may also want to visit the websites of mattress makers, where you can find some helpful information. 

Bring your favorite pillow with you to the store, in a washable pillowcase.

Entering the store

Don’t plan on buying a mattress on this visit. You just want to test-drive a few. Start with the high-end mattresses in the front of the store and work your way to the back. If you can get a feel for how comfortable the high-end mattresses are, you can then step down in features and padding until you start to test mattresses that are less comfortable than you'd like. Then you can make a decision based on comfort.

Be skeptical of claims that a mattress is “orthopedic” or “medically-approved.”
Lie on the mattress you like for at least 10 to 15 minutes. Don't feel self -conscious or let the salesperson hurry you along. Put your head on your pillow and imagine you’re trying to go to sleep.
Ask for a cross-section view

Ask to be shown a cross-section of the mattress you like. Look for natural fiber coverings such as cotton and bamboo, which let the skin. Avoid polyester or nylon coverings. Also look at details like the coil size and density of an innerspring mattress, and the foam density and size of ventilation holes on a foam mattress.

Coils and thick edges

Coils provide the main back support in a conventional innerspring mattress. Heavier-gauge coils  provide a stiffer suspension and have a lower number on the gauge, and lighter-gauge coils feel springier and have a higher number. The greater the number of coils (regardless of the gauge), the more points of support and greater distribution there will be, and thus the bed can contour better and support the sleeper.

Mattresses with more coils and thicker padding tend to be higher quality and also more expensive.

Always ask if the innerspring mattress you're looking at has edge support to keep the edges firm and comfy for you getting in and out of bed. Some mattresses have beefed-up edges with more closely spaced coils, slabs of stiff foam, or thicker wire. Stiffer edges keep you from feeling as though you'll roll off. Mattress corners should have weight and substance, and edges should be solid and resilient. When you roll around, the mattress shouldn’t creak, crunch or wobble.

Pillow tops

Pillow top mattresses provide an additional upholstery layer sewn into the top of the mattress. Light people don't need pillow top mattresses because they don't weigh enough to compress the foam to even touch the underlying coils/support system. Heavier people tend to feel more comfortable with a little extra cushion between them and the coils.

If you need a pillow top, save your money and don’t get one on your mattress. Then go out and buy a pillow top from your local bed and bath store. 

For side-sleepers

People who normally sleep on their sides may need a softer mattress than back or stomach sleepers. However, a mattress of medium firmness is usually comfortable for everyone.

Firm versus soft

Plush refers the softness of a mattress. You can always make a firm mattress a little softer by putting something on top of it, such as a pillow top, but you can't make a soft mattress firmer. Ignore descriptors on tags such as “ultra plush,” “super soft,” or “extra firm.” These aren’t regulated terms and are used freely within each mattress brand without consistency between them. Instead, just lay on the mattress to get a feel for how soft or firm it is.

The best mattress for low back pain is a medium-firm mattress rather than a very firm one.

Try to roll over. It will take a lot of effort if the bed’s too soft. Your spine won’t properly align, and your muscles will be tense as they work to compensate for the lack of support. If the mattress is too firm, it will feel uncomfortable on your hips and shoulders, your body’s heaviest parts. It’s also too firm if you can easily slide your hand under the small of your back while on your back.

Ticking

Ticking is the outermost layer and an important contributor to sleep comfort. Look at the stitching that binds the ticking to the top padding, which affects how the mattress feels. A large quilt pattern provides a deep, cushioned sensation. A smaller pattern tends to feel firmer.

Inner-spring mattresses
An innerspring mattress uses a steel coil support system. Low-end innerspring mattresses transmit more motion from one person in the bed to the other person, while foam beds and high-end innersprings transmit less.

Foam beds

Memory foam (or visco elastic foam) mattresses use a dense polyurethane foam as the support system, which lets it contour closely to the shape of the sleeper. If you adjust your position a lot, foam is tough because of the way it conforms to the body. Also, foam mattresses retain more body heat than innersprings and air mattresses. Latex foam may provide better ventilation than memory foam, but only if its perforations are big enough to allow sufficient airflow, at least 1 cm across. If you get hot during the night, you will want “natural fibers,” like wool or silk but not polyester.  

Sleep-number beds

Sleep number beds use inflatable air pressure chambers inside of the mattress that you can customize to suit the level of firmness you want in your sleeping surface. You can, at any time, make the mattress firmer or softer, and depending on the model you get, you can tilt the bed up into a reclining position. You can also get sleep number beds that have different chambers on either side of the bed, so you and your spouse or partner can enjoy different levels of firmness. "Sleep Number Bed" is a trademark of Select Comfort, who makes most of the beds that fit this description. They tend to be fairly pricey.

Recliner beds

If you find you are more comfortable sitting in a recliner than lying down, try an adjustable bed. They let you elevate your head and knees slightly to relieve pressure on the lower back. You can also create the same effect using pillows.

Foundation and box spring

Purchasing a foundation and mattress as a set helps preserve the mattress. Ask for a “low-profile” box spring; this will make the bed 6 inches lower to the ground than a regular box spring and should be the same price. You usually have to specifically request this and might have to wait a few extra days to then get the bed.

Sales times and negotiating

Once you know the bed you want, try to find that manufacturer’s factory store. You’ll see their materials, products are cheaper, and they can custom-make a mattress to suit your needs.

Pay attention to sales and holiday weekends where you're likely to get a good price. Mattress retailers do a lot of business on weekends you may not expect, like over Memorial Day or Veteran's Day. 

Do not let the salespersons' pitch alter your choice. You've invested a fair amount on your own, and the salesperson will most likely not be familiar with any brands or models outside their own store and inventory.
Don't be afraid to ask for a price, and then propose something different. Or, let the salesperson know that you really like a certain model but that you're not willing to pay that much money for it.

Be vague if you’re asked how you will pay; people who need financing usually get lower prices since money can be made on the back end.
Ask for freebies; many stores will throw them in if you simply ask.

Comfort guarantees / money-back guarantees

Most reputable retailers will give you 30 to 60 days to try out the mattress in your home, and if you hate it, they'll refund your money or let you exchange it for another mattress. Make the most of that period of time, and pay close attention to how you're sleeping and how you feel when you're awake.

Ask if there will be a cost to ship the mattress back, what the timeframe is, and if there will be a restocking fee. Many retailers will give you a trial period of two weeks to three months on a new mattress. There's usually a fee for returns or exchanges. Get the details in writing.

Warranty

Warranties cover defects in materials and workmanship, not comfort or normal wear. You want a 10-year, non-pro-rated warranty. The warranties for Duxiana, Select Comfort, and Tempur-Pedic are in effect for 20 years. In addition to the length of the warranty, pay attention to how it covers sagging, the most common problem with aging mattresses. If the manufacturer has a Better Business Bureau rating of B or better, you can be confident that it will stand behind its warranty.

When you make a claim, the store or manufacturer sends an inspector to your house. You'll need to show a receipt. If you say the mattress has sagged, the inspector checks whether the dip is below the allowable limit, 1 1/2 inches. A company will void a warranty if you remove the "do not remove" tag, if the mattress is soiled, or if it has uneven support from a box spring or frame - a common reason for sagging. Always get a waterproof mattress protector; stains will void your warranty.

Delivery, set-up, and disposal fees

Negotiate for free shipping if you can. Also insist on a no-substitutions clause in the sales agreement in case the bed you ordered is out of stock. 
Ask about disposal of your old mattress. Some stores offer free disposal; others will charge a fee. Some who will dispose it for free will only take it to the curb and not away from your home. 

When the mattress is delivered, check for stains and other damage. Insist on a replacement if you're not happy. 
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