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SLEEP & STRESS

How to Wind Down When Your Mind Will Not

A racing mind needs less pressure, not another perfect bedtime ritual-and persistent

sleeplessness deserves more than self-help.

Your body is in bed. Your day is not

The room is quiet, but your mind has reopened the office. An awkward conversation gets a

rewrite. Tomorrow's list grows new branches. Then comes the thought that turns wakefulness

into a verdict: you should be asleep by now.

This is where winding down can become another job you believe you are failing. You arrange

the room, try to relax and wait for sleep to arrive on command. Each wakeful minute seems to

raise the stakes. The effort meant to calm you becomes part of the noise.

Stress and poor sleep do travel together, although that does not prove one always causes the

other. A 2022 review of 34 studies in undergraduate students found moderate associations

between stress and both poor sleep quality and insomnia. The results varied considerably

between studies, so they should be read cautiously-and they may not apply neatly beyond

students. Still, the pattern will feel familiar if your worries become loudest after the lights go

out.

One difficult night is not automatically a disorder. Short-term insomnia can follow work stress,

family pressure or a traumatic event and may last days or weeks. But the distinction may offer

little comfort at midnight. What helps first is dropping the demand to solve sleep immediately

and looking at what your evening is asking your brain to absorb.

Make the landing less abrupt

A wind-down is not a trick that guarantees unconsciousness. It is a softer boundary between

the active part of your day and the bed. The National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute suggests

a routine built around quiet activities such as reading, soothing music or a hot bath. Meditation,

yoga and massage are other relaxation approaches a healthcare provider may recommend.

The room can do some of the work. NHLBI advises keeping the bedroom cool, quiet and dark.

Electronic devices can interfere with the sleep-wake cycle, so putting them away before bed is

part of both NHLBI and CDC guidance. That does not mean one late message has ruined your

night. It means the final stretch of the evening need not keep delivering fresh material for your
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mind to process.

Consistency matters too. Public-health guidance recommends going to bed and getting up at

around the same times, including on weekends. Irregular schedules, night work and frequent

shifts can contribute to sleep problems, although NHLBI acknowledges that steadiness may

be difficult for shift workers and new parents. Advice that ignores your real life is not much of a

wind-down.

Most adults need roughly seven to nine hours of sleep, but duration is only part of the picture.

Sleep quality matters because repeated interruptions can reduce time in certain sleep stages.

Quality sleep is uninterrupted and refreshing. Your goal, then, is not simply to accumulate time

in bed while arguing with yourself about whether it counts.

Persistent trouble sleeping is not a failure to wind down correctly.

Notice what keeps reopening the door

Caffeine deserves an honest look, especially when your mind feels alert long after you want

the day to end. A 2018 systematic review found that caffeine typically lengthened the time it

took to fall asleep, reduced total sleep time and sleep efficiency, and worsened perceived

sleep quality. Timing and amount mattered, but people differed markedly in their sensitivity.

Most included research involved men in Western countries, limiting how broadly the findings

can be applied.

Alcohol can be deceptive in a different way. NHLBI notes that it may make falling asleep easier

while producing lighter sleep and making nighttime waking more likely. Nicotine and late

caffeine can also interfere. You do not need to turn the evening into a forensic investigation,

but it is worth noticing whether the things used to get through the day are following you into

the night.

Then there is the nap taken because last night went badly. NHLBI says avoiding naps,

particularly later ones, may help you sleep longer at night. Regular daytime physical activity and

regular meals are also included in its healthy-sleep guidance, while exercise close to bed can

make falling asleep harder. These are possibilities to observe, not a moral scorecard.

A simple sleep diary can make those patterns easier to see. The CDC suggests recording when

you go to bed, wake during the night and rise in the morning, along with naps, exercise, alcohol,

caffeine and medicines. The diary is not there to grade your sleep. It can give you-and, if

needed, your healthcare provider-a clearer account than the exhausted impression that every

night is terrible.
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Do not let the cure become another worry

When you are tired, a supplement can look like a clean answer. Magnesium is often promoted

for sleep, but the evidence is thin. A 2021 review found only three randomized trials involving

151 older adults with insomnia. Participants taking magnesium fell asleep about 17 minutes

sooner than those taking placebo, while the increase in total sleep time was not statistically

significant. The evidence was rated low to very low quality, and every trial had a

moderate-to-high risk of bias.

Melatonin is not a consequence-free shortcut either. NHLBI says supplements can vary in dose

and purity because they are not regulated like medicines. Reported side effects include excess

sleepiness, headaches, stomach upset, blood-pressure changes and worsening depression

symptoms. Supplements can also interact with medicines. Talk with a healthcare provider

before using one, particularly if you are pregnant or trying to become pregnant.

Prescription medicines can help some adults with insomnia, but they require a risk-benefit

conversation rather than guesswork. A 2023 network meta-analysis of 69 studies involving

17,319 patients found meaningful differences in effectiveness and tolerability among drug

classes. Some performed better than placebo on measures such as falling asleep or time

awake after sleep began. Yet the long-term adverse effects of all the medications remained

unclear.

This is why a racing mind should not send you straight from frustration to a shopping basket.

Most sleep medicines are generally intended for short-term use, and many have side effects. If

habits and relaxation are not enough, the next step may be a fuller conversation about the

problem-not a stronger promise on a bottle.

Know when the night is asking for help

Persistent trouble sleeping is not a failure to wind down correctly. Chronic insomnia lasts a

month or longer, and it may be related to another medical condition, a medicine, another sleep

disorder, depression or anxiety. Sometimes the cause is not understood. Cognitive behavioral

therapy for insomnia is generally recommended as the first option for long-term insomnia,

according to NHLBI, and it can be delivered in person, by telephone or online.

CBT-I is more than generic relaxation. It addresses nervousness about not sleeping, teaches

sleep habits and helps rebuild the link between bed and sleep. One element involves leaving

bed when you cannot sleep rather than letting it become the place where you struggle. The

treatment plan described by NHLBI usually runs for several weeks and is guided by a provider,
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nurse or therapist.

Talk to a healthcare provider if sleep problems are regular, if you repeatedly take more than 30

minutes to fall asleep, wake several times and cannot return to sleep, or feel sleepy during the

day. Loud snoring, gasping, choking sounds, pauses in breathing, a strong urge to move tingling

legs, or sudden muscle weakness also point beyond an overbusy mind. Sleep studies can

measure brain waves, breathing, heart rate, oxygen levels and movement when a disorder is

suspected.

For the coming week, choose observation over combat. Give the evening a quieter edge, make

the bedroom less stimulating and note what accompanies the difficult nights. If sleep does not

improve-or daytime sleepiness is affecting attention, functioning or driving-take that record to

a healthcare provider. You do not have to win an argument with your mind before you are

allowed to ask for help.
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