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STORY AT-A-GLANCE

> Insomnia keeps your mind in daytime problem-solving mode at night, which prevents the

natural mental drift that helps you fall asleep

> New research shows that people with insomnia have weaker circadian signals, making it
harder for the brain to shift from alert thinking into the dream-like patterns that support

rest

> Sequential thinking stays elevated at night in insomniacs, creating racing thoughts and
mental loops that make it difficult to unwind

> Strengthening your circadian rhythm through morning light exposure, dim evening

lighting, and consistent nighttime cues helps your brain recognize when to power down

> Simple practices such as cognitive shuffling, sensory-based grounding during nighttime
awakenings, and daily movement — especially walking — support a clearer day-night

contrast and more restorative sleep

A growing number of adults describe the same frustrating pattern: they feel worn out,
yet their minds refuse to settle when they finally lie down. That experience lines up with
a well-defined sleep disorder. Insomnia is a condition marked by trouble falling asleep,
staying asleep, or returning to sleep after waking. You might recognize the signs
yourself — racing thoughts, tension in your chest, early awakenings, or a sense that your

mind stays awake even when your body feels drained.
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Over time, this disorder affects your mood, your ability to think clearly, and the way your
body responds to daily stress. A night of insomnia often follows the same script. Your
body wants rest, but your thoughts hold you in a state that feels too alert. Instead of
drifting into the loose, dream-like mental space that usually opens the door to sleep, you

stay anchored in the same style of thinking you use during the day.

For many people, it feels like their brain keeps sorting, analyzing, or predicting long after
they want it to power down. This creates a loop where bedtime triggers more thinking
instead of less. Age adds another layer. If you're an older adult struggling with sleep
maintenance — waking and then staying awake — your internal timing signals may
already be softer than they once were.

That makes it easier for your brain to slip into daytime patterns at night and harder to
transition into restorative sleep. You wake feeling as though you never fully crossed the
threshold into rest. All of this points to a deeper issue: something in the brain's internal
timing system keeps certain minds switched on long after the lights go out. A study

published in Sleep Medicine sheds light on that exact problem.’

Why Your Mind Stays Locked in 'Day Mode' at Night

The Sleep Medicine study investigated whether people with sleep-maintenance
insomnia struggle to shut off their thoughts at night because of underlying circadian
rhythm abnormalities.? The research team kept participants awake for 24 hours under
controlled laboratory conditions to remove bedtime triggers, allowing them to measure

pure, internal mental rhythms.

This setup helped the researchers identify whether insomnia reflects a built-in thinking
pattern, a learned response to bedtime, or a timing problem in the brain's internal clock.
The participants were adults over age 55, separated into two groups: those who slept

well and those who routinely woke during the night and struggled to return to sleep.
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* Insomniacs showed flatter rhythms in key mental areas — For the study, insomnia
was defined by at least 30 minutes of staring at the ceiling after waking up and less
than 6.5 hours of total sleep time each night. These individuals showed clear
differences in how their thoughts shifted throughout the day compared with the
healthy sleepers, revealing why your mind might race long after you want it to quiet

down.

One of the most important findings was that people with insomnia had weaker
fluctuations in thought patterns that normally rise during the day and fall at night. In
healthy sleepers, mental activity gradually shifts into more dream-like,
disconnected content before sleep.

In contrast, the insomnia group showed smaller day-night swings in reality
orientation and volitional control — two metrics that predict how easily your brain
releases its grip on daytime problem-solving. The researchers wrote that
insomniacs showed less 24-hour variation in these areas, meaning their thoughts

didn't wind down the way they should.

» Sequential thinking stayed elevated at night for those with insomnia — Another
standout finding was the dominance of sequential thinking in the insomnia group —
thoughts that continue in a logical chain: one idea triggering another, then another.
The study found their baseline levels were higher, and the nighttime drop was
smaller. This means your mind keeps behaving as if it's still solving problems, rather
than drifting into the random, image-based thoughts that help usher in sleep.

* The timing of mental "quieting" was delayed — The researchers found that the peak
times for thought structure and volitional control occurred more than six hours later
in the insomnia group. This means your internal switch from alertness to mental
quiet doesn't flip at the right time. When your brain stays locked on daytime

settings, sleep feels out of reach no matter how tired your body feels.

Insomniacs Maintained More Real-Like Thinking During the Night
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Healthy sleepers naturally shift into thoughts that feel unreal or dream-like as bedtime
approaches. Insomniacs, however, showed a reduced drop in reality orientation.
According to the study, the amplitude of this mental shift was significantly smaller,
indicating their thoughts stayed anchored in real-world concerns instead of loosening
into the surreal space that precedes sleep. This creates the feeling of lying in bed
replaying conversations, planning tasks, or running through worries instead of drifting
off.

» The ability to slow thoughts at night stays stuck in high gear — The study found
that the degree of control people felt over their thinking didn't fall as sharply at night
for the insomnia group.

Your ability to direct or stop your thoughts normally dips before sleep. Insomniacs
had a flattened rhythm and delayed timing, matching what the authors described as
"continuing cognitive engagement.’ This pattern aligns with a known mechanism
called prefrontal hyperarousal, meaning the front of your brain remains active and

goal-driven instead of powering down.

 Circadian mechanisms help explain why your mind refuses to shut off — The
researchers identified that weakened circadian rhythms disturb the brain's ability to
shift gears.® When your circadian amplitude is low, your brain receives a weaker
signal telling it to reduce mental activity at night. The study suggests that
strengthening circadian cues — like bright daytime light exposure — could help
restore a clearer separation between day-mode and night-mode thinking.

* Insomnia isn't just about worry or habits — It involves measurable disruptions in
how your brain organizes thoughts across the day. Because sequential thinking and
circadian flattening were key differences, the authors concluded that "modifying
sequential thinking" and "strengthening circadian rhythmicity" could form the basis

of future interventions.

This means your path forward is not just about calming your mind — it's about

helping your brain reclaim the natural 24-hour rhythm that supports healthy sleep.
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How to Quiet a Mind That Refuses to Power Down

Your mind races at night for a reason. The research shows that the root problem is a
weakened circadian rhythm in the parts of your brain that regulate thought patterns.
That rhythm is supposed to dim the intensity of daytime thinking and shift your mind
toward softer, dream-like mental activity.

When that dimmer switch barely moves, your thoughts stay linear and problem-focused
long after you want them to quiet. The solution is to strengthen that rhythm and retrain
your mind to release its grip on daytime processing. If you lie awake replaying

conversations or solving problems at 2 a.m., these steps will help you take back control.

1. Strengthen your daytime light exposure to boost circadian rhythm strength — The
study found that insomniacs had flatter rhythms, which means your brain is not
receiving a strong enough signal to distinguish day from night. One way to improve
that signal is by getting direct sunlight in your eyes early in the day. This gives your

brain a clear message: this is daytime, so later you will shift into night mode.

Start with 10 to 15 minutes outside shortly after waking. To reinforce this contrast
even more, dim your lights after sunset and shut off screens in the evening. If you
rely on devices, lower the brightness or use warm, low-light settings so your brain
doesn't mistake nighttime for midday.

2. Build a personalized wind-down period that breaks sequential thinking — The
research highlighted elevated sequential thinking at night, which is the chain-
reaction style of thinking that keeps your mind running, in insomniacs. Dedicate a

short period before bed to intentionally interrupting that chain.

One method that works well is cognitive shuffling, which helps transition your mind
toward sleep by mimicking the brain's natural shift from focused thinking into the
looser, dream-like patterns that appear as you drift off.
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Instead of trying to force your mind to go blank, choose a simple word and think of
other words that start with each letter. This gently redirects overthinking without
stimulating your brain. The technique offers just enough distraction to pull you out

of racing thoughts while keeping your mind relaxed.

Adding light visualization or intentional breathing as you do it engages your senses
and activates your body's natural relaxation response. If you struggle with
overactive thinking, this combination gives you a practical way to take control and

lower your mental load before bed.

. Use structured evening cues that tell your brain it's time to drop into dream-mode
— Your circadian system relies on predictable signals. If your evenings are
inconsistent, your mind stays alert. Add small rituals that act as environmental
cues: dim lights, warm shower, quiet music, or slow stretching. If you're highly
sensitive to stimulation, start with one or two cues and repeat them nightly.
Consistency helps restore the rhythm that triggers your mental shift away from

daytime cognition.

. Break the habit of staying mentally "on" when you wake at night — Insomniacs in
the study remained cognitively engaged even when they were lying still. If you tend
to wake in the night, | recommend giving your brain a simple rule: return to sensory
awareness instead of thinking. Notice your breath, the weight of the blanket, or the
temperature of the room. This keeps you out of sequential thinking and prevents

your mind from re-entering problem-solving mode.

. Anchor your day with movement to reinforce the contrast between alertness and
rest — A flat rhythm means your brain doesn't feel the difference between day and
night. Daily movement increases that difference and strengthens your internal
timing. A review of 22 clinical trials found that yoga, tai chi, and walking were the
top three forms of exercise for improving sleep quality, duration, and efficiency in
people with insomnia, with walking showing the greatest reduction in insomnia
severity.*
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Moderate-intensity walking is especially useful because it's gentle enough to repeat
daily without the health risks tied to excessive vigorous exercise. A walk outdoors
works even better because it pairs movement with natural light, which sharpens the

day-night contrast your brain depends on.

If you tend to sit for long stretches, break your activity into two or three short walks.
The goal is to show your brain through consistent behavior that daytime is active
and nighttime is calm, helping you retrain your mental rhythms.

FAQs About Racing Thoughts at Night and Insomnia

Q: Why do some people feel mentally alert at night even when they're exhausted?

A: Insomnia disrupts your brain's normal timing cues, so the mental shift from
daytime thinking to dream-like drifting doesn't happen. Instead of quieting down,
your thoughts stay structured, analytical, and alert long after you want to sleep.

Q: What did the Sleep Medicine study reveal about thought patterns in insomnia?

A: The study found that people with insomnia have flatter circadian rhythms, higher
levels of sequential thinking at night, and delayed mental "quieting." Their brains
stay in problem-solving mode instead of transitioning toward the kind of loose,

disconnected thinking that supports falling asleep.

Q: Why does sequential thinking make it harder to fall asleep?

A: Sequential thinking keeps your mind moving in a logical chain — one thought
triggering the next. This creates the feeling of "thinking in loops,' which blocks your

brain from shifting into the more random, dreamy patterns that ease you into sleep.
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Q: How does weakened circadian rhythm contribute to insomnia?

A: When your circadian signal is weak, your brain doesn't clearly distinguish day
from night. That makes it harder to power down mentally at bedtime, which leads to

racing thoughts, alertness at the wrong time, and fragmented sleep.

Q: What steps help restore healthy mental rhythms for better sleep?

A: Strengthen daytime light exposure, dim lights at night, and build consistent
evening cues. Use cognitive shuffling to interrupt racing thoughts, avoid mental
problem-solving during nighttime awakenings, and anchor your days with movement

— especially walking — to reinforce the contrast between alertness and rest.
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