
Why do I sleep

poorly when I'm

stressed?



Lack of sleep and stress often go hand in hand. Stress can
cause a lack of sleep, lack of sleep can cause a stress response
in the body.

In this article, we will cover:

Why do I sleep poorly
when I’m stressed?
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Key disruptors
How chronic stress affects sleep – the science
Tips to lower stress and improve sleep



If stress is keeping you awake at night, then you
are not alone.

A study reveals that 35 percent of Kiwis are sleep
deprived or have poor quality sleep. Among the 35
to 42-year-olds, this figure goes up to 42 percent.

The key disruptors noted in this study are stress,
troubling emotions and use of electronic devices.
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You’ve probably spent a few sleepless nights when you stayed
awake worried about a work deadline or thinking about a loved
one who is sick.

Fortunately, short-term stress like this does not derail you from a
good sleep.

Long-term stress or chronic stress, however, is the culprit and
causes havoc with your health, including sleep.

Many of the stressors we face in life trigger a stress response
that causes the autonomic nervous system (ANS) in our body to
release hormones such as adrenaline and cortisol.

These hormones give us a burst of energy (fight-or-flight
response) so we can deal with threats.

In a healthy response, this spike of hormones goes down quickly
as soon as the stressful event has passed.

How chronic stress affects sleep – the science
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The major components of a stress response are
regulated by the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA)
axis, or central stress response system. This system also 
plays an important role in modulating the 24-hour sleep
cycle.

When the correct level of cortisol protection is obtained,
the HPA system regulates and controls the secretion of
hormones.

But when we stay in a state of constant stress, thinking
excessively about our work or finances, the level of
cortisol remains high in our body, and the HPA axis stays
active, disrupting sleep in many ways.
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Studies show that HPA hyperactivity interrupts sleep
repetitively during the night.
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it can cause excessive daytime sleepiness
it diminishes our ability to perform tasks
affects short-term memory  
degrades mood quickly.

That is why you can be irritable, short-tempered or
frustrated when you haven’t slept well during the night.



Stress related HPA hyperactivity:

Decreases deep sleep stage – this is responsible for the
restorative stage of our sleep cycle. 

It is necessary for the consolidation of new memories and long-
term storage of memories. When we are sleep deprived, the
brain cannot encode memory properly.

Suppresses sleep and shortens sleep time - leading to poorer
quality of sleep, which results in:
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extreme fatigue
lack of focus and attention
poor decision-making.

One of the key drivers of insomnia, which is characterised by
the inability to fall asleep or to get back to sleep quickly after
being awakened. 



Unfortunately, stress and sleep have a bi-directional
relationship.

While chronic stress causes sleep disruptions, lack of good
sleep contributes to more stress, as we get frustrated and upset
about not getting any sleep, which increases cortisol levels and
holds the HPA-axis in a hyper-aroused state.

The stress-sleep connection is a vicious cycle that can be
broken by addressing stress and implementing ways to reduce
stress. 

How to lower stress to
improve sleep

P-8



When you are feeling anxious and stressed, emotional avoidance
strategies like meditation and breathing exercises can dilute those erratic
thoughts and shift your awareness to the present moment.

Meditation is effective in reducing stress, depression and anxiety and
helpful in improving sleep.

Practising meditation for 10-15 minutes before bedtime can be an
effective strategy to reduce stress and get a good night’s sleep.

Meditation and
breathing

P-9



Exercise is regarded as one of the best ways to promote mental health
and reduce stress.

When you exercise, your body’s stress hormones reduce while your brain
pumps out endorphins or ‘happy hormones’ that act as natural painkillers
and elevate your mood. 

Endorphins are also responsible for relaxation, which can help you sleep
better.

Engaging in moderate to high intensity exercise can improve sleep
quality and get you more of the deep sleep you need.

Exercise
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Exposure to daylight can reduce stress. Light plays an important role in
regulating cortisol, serotonin and melatonin—hormones that affect our internal
clock and our mood. 

Serotonin has a mood-boosting effect, and exposure to daylight increases
serotonin.

Without adequate light, low serotonin along with inadequate levels of
norepinephrine can lead to depression, which is probably why you may have
“the blues” during winter.

In the morning, daylight triggers a surge in cortisol, which is a signal for your
body to wake up. This maintains your natural circadian rhythm, which is
important for good sleep.

Exposure to
daylight
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Other stress-relief

strategies for good sleep

Practise yoga and experience the calming effects of
breathing and the stress-relief benefits of exercise.

Avoid work-related tasks and problem–solving at night.
Instead, embrace activities that are relaxing, like reading.

Talk to family members, friends, or seek support from
someone who can help you work through your stress and
anxiety.
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Key Points 35% of Kiwis are sleep
deprived – the main causes
being stress, troubling
emotions and use of
electronic devices.

The central stress response
system (HPA Axis) regulates
your hormones and when
stressed, this becomes
hyperactive disrupting your
sleep and making us irritable.

Tips to relieve stress and
improve your sleep:
Meditation, breathing and
yoga practises, exercise, light
exposure, connecting with
others, do relaxing activities at
night.
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See 10 tips to improve your
sleep


