
Hello dark ness, my old friend … I’ve come to talk to you again ... If only we could embrace silence
and dark ness as melodi ously as Simon and Gar funkel once did. Yet, research shows that after
turn ing off the lights and set tling into bed, people are unable to sleep. Every creak in the house is
amp li fied. The truth is, the more you focus on the silence, the more it seems to press in on you.
Why does the absence of sound — something we often crave — sud denly become so unset tling
at night?

Why does silence feel so loud at night?

In the absence of external dis trac tions, the brain becomes hyper-alert, scan ning 
for any thing that could be a threat
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The silence, instead of being calm ing, can make us feel vul ner able, as though something is lurk -
ing just bey ond our per cep tion
WHAT RESEARCH SAYS
Recent research com mis sioned by New s week and con duc ted by Talker Research high lights how
much sleep habits have evolved across gen er a tions. Though primar ily focused on the US, the
find ings reflect a broader global shift in mind set. While past gen er a tions were encour aged to
embrace silence at bed time, today’s young adults act ively seek noise to help them sleep.
The num bers high light this shift. Nearly half (49 per cent) of Gen Z — those in their early to
mid-20s — say they need white noise or back ground sound to fall asleep. Silence, for them, is
more dis rupt ive than sooth ing. Mil len ni als and Gen X aren’t far behind, with 41 per cent and 40
per cent respect ively using sound to sleep. Mean while, the older gen er a tions still favour tra di -
tional silence, with only 32 per cent using white noise.
What’s driv ing this change? Sleep expert Chelsea Perry, owner of Sleep Solu tions and a dip lo mat
of the Amer ican Board of Dental Sleep Medi cine, points to our digital life styles. She explains that
younger gen er a tions, con stantly sur roun ded by phone noti fic a tions and digital noise, may
struggle with com plete silence at night. White noise acts as a com fort ing back ground, help ing to
mask sud den sounds that might wake them up.
This shift in sleep pref er ences isn’t just a per sonal choice — it’s chan ging how we think about
healthy sleep habits. Just as people have diff er ent nat ural sleep pat terns, some now rest bet ter
with back ground noise. Com pan ies
Nearly half of Gen Z say they need white noise or back ground sound to fall asleep. Silence, for
them, is more dis rupt ive than sooth ing.
may respond by design ing more advanced white noise machines or per son al ised sleep sound
apps.
Under stand ing these gen er a tional diff er ences can also ease fam ily ten sions. If you’re won der ing
why your Gen Z child sleeps with a fan run ning, or a younger per son con fused by your par ents’
love of silence, this research sheds light on the divide.
While older gen er a tions may stick to their silent nights, younger ones are rede fin ing what it
means to get a good night’s sleep. As experts take note, we may need to rethink tra di tional sleep
advice — some times, a little back ground noise might be just what’s needed.
Paula Reems, a sleep spe cial ist based in Dubai, delves deeper into the para dox of silence in rela -
tion to sleep, point ing out that even in the quietest envir on ments, true silence is almost
impossible to achieve. “Our ears are con stantly pick ing up subtle sounds — whether it’s the
faint hum of house hold appli ances, the dis tant whir of traffic, or even the rhythmic sound of our
own breath ing,” she explains. “When external noise is min imal, our brains tend to become more
attuned to these quieter noises. This heightened sens it iv ity can actu ally make us more rest less,
as we zero in on the smal lest stim uli, which can dis rupt our sleep.”
BRAIN NEVER TRULY RESTS
This seem ingly para dox ical effect occurs because the brain never truly rests. “Even when we are
asleep, our brains are never entirely inact ive. In the absence of obvi ous external dis trac tions, the
brain starts to focus on detect ing any poten tial danger. It becomes hyper-alert, scan ning for
any thing that could be a threat,” says Reems. “Instead of feel ing calm, silence may inad vert -
ently cre ate a feel ing of vul ner ab il ity, as if something is lurk ing just bey ond our per cep tion.”
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With noth ing else to focus on, the mind tends to wander, often lead ing to late-night rumin a -
tions. “It’s dur ing these quiet moments when the brain finally has space to pro cess the day’s
events. This is when overthink ing takes centrestage, and wor ries that might have been pushed
aside earlier in the day come to the fore front,” she adds. “While intro spec tion can be help ful
dur ing the day, stud ies show that silence can amp lify this tend ency at night, mak ing it over -
whelm ing and inter fer ing with our abil ity to fall asleep.”
Elab or at ing fur ther on this aspect of cog nit ive rumin a tions, Sat ish Chandran, a Dubai-based
neuro psy chi at rist says that the brain goes through vari
While silence at night may seem like the ideal sleep envir on ment, it can trig ger heightened
alert ness, overthink ing, and increased neural activ ity, all of which dis rupt the brain’s nat ural
rhythm for fall ing asleep.
ous stages of sleep, each essen tial for phys ical and men tal res tor a tion. “These stages include
light sleep, deep sleep, and REM (rapid eye move ment) sleep, where dreams occur. However, the
quiet of the night can inter fere with these stages. In the absence of external sounds, the brain
may start cre at ing its own stim uli, often mani fest ing in racing thoughts, memor ies, or anxi et ies
that were sup pressed dur ing the day.” This leads to cog nit ive rumin a tion, a pro cess that activ -
ates the pre frontal cor tex and amy g dala, areas of the brain asso ci ated with decision-mak ing,
emo tional reg u la tion, and fear pro cessing. When these regions are overly act ive, it becomes
more diffi  cult to trans ition into res tor at ive sleep.
DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD
From a neur o lo gical stand point, silence at night, rather than being a peace ful break, can some -
times be a double-edged sword, adds Chandran. While it may seem like the ideal sleep envir on -
ment, it can trig ger heightened alert ness, overthink ing, and increased neural activ ity, all of
which dis rupt the brain’s nat ural rhythm for fall ing asleep. “Under stand ing this del ic ate bal ance
helps explain why some people may struggle with sleep in very quiet envir on ments. So, by
acknow ledging how silence can affect the brain’s activ ity, we can bet ter appre ci ate the com plex -
it ies of sleep and explore ways to cre ate a more con du cive envir on ment — such as using white
noise or calm ing sounds — to help the brain trans ition more eas ily into rest.”
WHAT YOU CAN DO
■ Intro duce soft back ground noise: Try white noise machines, calm ing music, or even nature
sounds to cre ate a steady, sooth ing envir on ment.
■ Prac tise mind ful ness tech niques: Deep breath ing, med it a tion, or guided sleep exer cises can
help calm the mind.
■ Reframe silence as peace ful: Instead of fear ing the quiet, try asso ci at ing it with relax a tion and
safety. In the absence of external dis trac tions, the mind becomes more attuned to our internal
world. Silence can then be reframed as a chance for emo tional release, heal ing, and self-com -
pas sion.
■ Stick to a bed time routine: A con sist ent routine sig nals to your brain that it’s time to rest,
mak ing it easier to embrace the silence.
Silence doesn’t have to be your enemy at night. By under stand ing why it unsettles us and find ing
ways to make it work in our favour, we can trans form it from an eerie void into a sanc tu ary for
sleep.
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