
When you’re lying awake, it can feel like time slows down, the thoughts only get louder, and 
sleep seems miles away. Those racing ideas don’t have to dominate your nights. When the 
usual tricks don’t work, it’s time for something different and offer your mind something else to 
hold onto. Cognitive shuffling takes a fresh approach to quieting an overactive brain. This article 
looks into how this technique could make drifting off a little easier. 

 

What is cognitive shuffling? 

When your mind races at night, replaying the day’s events, cognitive shuffling changes that. It’s 
a technique that guides your brain to think about random, unrelated images instead of 
getting tangled in coherent thoughts. 

Focusing on disconnected mental snapshots, like a spoon, tree, or balloon, interrupts the cycle 
of racing thoughts, possibly helping your brain mimic the natural drifting that happens just 
before sleep. 

The idea was developed by Dr. Luc Beaudoin, a cognitive scientist who noticed that many people 

struggle to fall asleep because they can’t switch off their continuous thought patterns. He 
created the cognitive shuffling method, which uses random imagery to break up persistent 
thinking patterns. Instead of trying to stop your thoughts, the technique works with your 
mind’s natural tendencies. 

 

How does cognitive shuffling work? 

The technique aims to leverage the brain's natural sleep process, where thoughts gradually 

become less coherent as you drift off. By deliberately introducing random, unrelated images or 
words, cognitive shuffling mimics this mental shift, helping the brain transition from a state of 
wakefulness to a state more conducive to sleep. This is a gentle nudge to move your mind 
from problem-solving mode to a dream-like state. 

Here's how to do cognitive shuffling properly: 

1. Choose a simple word. Pick a word with at least five letters, like “apple” or “pencil.” The 
word should be simple enough that you can easily think of images related to each letter. 

2. Visualize each letter. Start with the first letter and think of a word that begins with it, 
such as “ant” for “A.” Create a clear mental picture of that word in your mind. Picture 
the ant crawling, its small legs moving. 

3. Move on quickly. After a few seconds, move on to the next letter, and think of a 
different word — “pear” for “P.” Imagine the shape of the pear, its color, and texture. 
Don’t linger too long on any one image. 

4. Keep switching. Continue with each letter of the word, creating mental images that 
don’t connect to each other. If you finish the word, start again with a different one. 
The randomness keeps your mind from drifting back into coherent, distracting 
thoughts. 

5. Let your mind wander naturally. As you keep shuffling through different images, 
your mind should start to drift. If this happens, allow it to. The goal is to create a 
state where the mind is no longer actively problem-solving or replaying the day, but 
gently transitioning into sleep. 

https://www.sfu.ca/education/faculty-profiles/lbeaudoin.html
https://healthnews.com/sleep/sleep-hacks/how-to-increase-rem-sleep/


Can cognitive shuffling really help you sleep faster? 

Research suggests that cognitive shuffling can help some people fall asleep faster by calming 
an overactive mind. Studies like the one conducted by Beaudoin et al. (2013) show that 
participants who used a technique called Serial Diverse Imagining (SDI), a form of cognitive 
shuffling, experienced reductions in pre-sleep cognitive arousal. 

The Beaudoin study involved individuals who reported excessive pre-sleep thinking and 
rumination. It was found that SDI helped to interrupt racing thoughts. Participants reported 
improved sleep quality and reduced effort in trying to fall asleep, suggesting that cognitive 
shuffling can be an effective tool for managing bedtime anxiety and possibly offering adjunctive 
support for insomnia relief. 

Sleep experts’ opinions on cognitive shuffling 

While clinical trials on cognitive shuffling are limited, the existing evidence on sleep and expert's 
opinions online suggest its potential as a simple, drug-free method for those struggling with 
sleeping difficulties. 

Nonetheless, sleep experts like Dr. Sanam Hafeez affirm the approach’s effectiveness. She 
explains, “The effectiveness of the cognitive shuffle lies in its ability to disrupt the cycle of 
rumination that often keeps someone awake. When the brain is preoccupied with non-stressful, 
arbitrary images, it can help someone to relax, causing them to fall asleep.” 
 
Articles on sleep psychology also suggest that distraction techniques can benefit individuals 
who struggle to "turn off" their minds at bedtime. The approach of replacing racing thoughts 
with random imagery aligns with some cognitive-behavioral techniques for insomnia (CBT-I), which 

often incorporate strategies to distract or redirect the mind away from anxiety-inducing thoughts. 

How it stacks up against meditation, breathing exercises, and white noise 

Meditation and breathing exercises are common suggestions to help induce relaxation, 
potentially leading to better sleep. However, they are more centered on improving your sleep 
quality rather than helping you fall asleep more quickly. According to a meta-analysis on 

meditation and sleep quality and other studies, meditation and focused breathing work by reducing 

stress and calming the nervous system, gradually leading to better and more restorative sleep. 

White noise is a consistent sound that covers a wide range of frequencies, creating a soothing 
background hum. Research shows that this sleep method primarily serves to mask external 

disturbances but does not address the mental chatter inside the mind. 

 

Who should try cognitive shuffling? 

Cognitive shuffling might work for anyone whose thoughts are racing when they should be 
resting. It’s worth exploring for those who have trouble falling asleep that doesn't interfere with 
the waking hours. Insomnia and other sleep disorders that are not temporary and disrupt wake-
time functioning need to be evaluated by a healthcare professional. 
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If stress-induced sleeplessness has you lying awake replaying the day, this technique might 
disrupt those mental loops and steer you toward relaxation. It is important to note that this 
method cannot replace regular treatment. 

For those who've found traditional sleep methods too rigid or ineffective, brain shuffling 
might prove useful. Instead of demanding perfect focus or stillness, it might help gently redirect 
your mind with random imagery, easing you into sleep’s embrace without forcing it. 

 

Practical tips to enhance the effectiveness of cognitive shuffling 

To make cognitive shuffling more than just a sleep trick, blend it with a few intentional habits to 
maximize its power. 

Here are some tips: 

1. Embrace the power of good sleep hygiene. Set yourself up for success by 
winding down with a consistent bedtime routine — dim the lights, power down 
devices, and ease into the night. 

2. Curate your sleep sanctuary. Think of your bedroom as a retreat. Keep it cool, 

quiet, and dark. Plush bedding, blackout curtains, or even a soothing scent can help 

your mind melt into sleep mode. 
3. Don't overthink it. Cognitive shuffling isn’t about perfection. If your thoughts stray, 

just nudge them back to the random imagery. Let the technique be playful rather 
than another task to check off. 

4. Avoid sleep saboteurs. Cut out late-night caffeine, heavy meals, and late workouts. 
Even casual scrolling can keep your brain buzzing long after lights out. 

5. Use cognitive shuffling as the final act. Start with calming activities like reading, a 
warm bath, or light stretching. Then let cognitive shuffling be the gentle push that 

helps your mind fall over the edge into sleep. 

If sleepless nights have become your norm, cognitive shuffling may be the approach that puts 
your mind at ease. Before undertaking any home remedies, talk to your healthcare provider to 
ensure there are no underlying causes for your inability to fall asleep. 

 

FAQ 
 

Is cognitive shuffling suitable for children or teenagers? 

Cognitive shuffling can be easily adapted for children and adolescents, especially when they 
have difficulty with bedtime worries. This technique is easy for younger age groups since it 
involves using simple words and playful imagery. 
 

How long does it usually take for cognitive shuffling to work? 

https://healthnews.com/longevity/biohacking/sleep-science-can-sleeping-in-a-dark-room-help-you-live-longer/
https://healthnews.com/sleep/sleep-hacks/stretching-before-bed/


The onset of sleep with cognitive shuffling may vary. Many people report benefits within a few 
nights, but it might take longer. Consistency in performing the technique can improve usefulness 
over time. 
 

Do you need any special equipment or apps to do cognitive shuffling? 

No, cognitive shuffling does not necessarily require any special tools or apps, although using an 
app may be easier since there is a guided set of word prompts involved. Otherwise, it can be 
done independently by choosing random words and visualizing unrelated images. 
Key takeaways: 

 Cognitive shuffling is designed to disrupt mental loops, using random images to help the 

mind unwind and drift toward sleep naturally. 

 Pairing it with consistent routines and an optimal sleep space makes the transition to rest 

even smoother. 

 Cognitive shuffling might be useful for those with restless minds. It offers a refreshing 

alternative to traditional techniques that often feel too rigid or forced. 
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