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Is It Menopause or Is It
Me?: Vivid Dreams
We already know the menopause transition can wreak havoc on
your sleep. But why is your subconscious so out of whack, too?
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or many midlife women, one of the strangest changes happens

once their heads hit the pillow. Suddenly, their dreams

themselves feel much more vivid and intense—as if their

subconscious got a Netflix deal. The plots of these dreams can be

harrowing, like trying to save someone you can’t get to, or completely

random, like hanging out with the cast of It’s Always Sunny in

Philadelphia (just me?).

But are hormones to blame?

We don’t really know. It isn’t even clear that dreaming itself changes

around menopause. “To my knowledge, there really isn’t any research

that I would say is solid and reliable” on that question, says Fiona Baker,
PhD, the director of the Center for Health Sciences and the Human Sleep

Research Program at SRI International, who has spent 20 years studying

sleep and reproductive hormones.

What researchers do

know is that estrogen

and progesterone

affect brain systems

involved in sleep and

wakefulness. That

raises a different

possibility: Maybe

what’s changing isn’t

so much your dreams

as your sleep.

You May
Not Be
Dreaming

More, Just Remembering More
Ask a woman going through perimenopause how she’s sleeping and the

answer may be: “Sleep? Ha!” Sleep problems affect an estimated 40 to 56
percent of women around menopause. Hot flashes are one reason. In

one laboratory study Baker coauthored, about seven in 10 hot flashes
were associated with an awakening.

That nighttime waking may help explain why dreams suddenly seem so

much more vivid—or at least more memorable. Dreams are notoriously

easy to forget. Wake during one or shortly afterward, though, and you

have a better chance of catching it before it disappears. “Certainly if

someone is waking up more, then they can be more likely to remember a

dream,” Baker says.

REM—rapid eye movement—is the sleep stage most associated with vivid

dreaming, so it’s tempting to assume menopause causes more REM, or

that menopausal symptoms like hot flashes are waking women out of

REM more often. But the evidence doesn’t support either idea. Studies
following women across the menopausal transition haven’t found

meaningful changes in REM sleep. “It’s not like they have more REM

sleep, less REM sleep, more deep sleep, less deep sleep necessarily,”

Baker says. And research suggests hot flashes are less likely to happen

during REM, possibly because the thermoregulatory responses involved

in hot flashes are suppressed during that stage.
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Not-So-Sweet Dreams
Frequent awakenings may help explain why dreams are suddenly easier

to remember. But why do some of them feel so dark?

Research on insomnia offers a clue. A 2024 review of 67 studies found

that people with insomnia tend to report more nightmares and more

negative emotions and themes in their dreams than people who sleep

well. The studies weren’t focused on menopausal women, and they don’t

show that insomnia causes bad dreams. But they do suggest that

disrupted sleep and darker dreams tend to go hand in hand.

Stress and anxiety, which can fuel poor sleep and bad dreams, may be

part of the picture, too. And midlife offers no shortage of either.

Getting Your Z’s Back
If you’re sleeping well and functioning normally during the day, strange

dreams on their own may not need fixing. But if they’re part of a bigger

sleep problem, it probably makes more sense to focus on what’s

disrupting your sleep than on the dreams themselves. (Frequent and

distressing nightmares—the stuff that is very intense, scary, and wakes

you up—might be a sign of a sleep disorder. Talk to your doctor;

treatments are available.)

Start with the basics. Keep a regular sleep schedule, make sure your

bedroom is cool, dark, and quiet, and address any obvious habits, like

scrolling in bed, that may be getting in the way. But good sleep hygiene

often isn’t enough when hot flashes or insomnia are the problem.

For hot flashes that break up the night, hormone therapy (HT) may help,

as can nonhormonal treatments. But there is one wrinkle with HT:

Women who have a uterus and use systemic estrogen generally also

need a progestogen, such as micronized progesterone. Some women

report their dreams get especially vivid after starting it. But dreams

haven’t been adequately studied in progesterone trials, so there’s no

good evidence yet that the hormone itself is responsible.

When insomnia is the main problem, Baker points to cognitive behavioral

therapy for insomnia (CBT-I) as the best-established treatment. CBT-I is

a structured program that addresses the thoughts and behaviors that

keep insomnia going, and has been shown to work in menopausal
women.

And if sleep remains lousy despite your best efforts, it’s worth

considering whether something else is contributing. The risk of

obstructive sleep apnea rises after menopause, and anxiety, depression,

chronic pain, and other factors can sabotage your sleep.

As for supplements like magnesium and L-theanine? Large, well-

designed trials in menopausal women are lacking. Still, Baker sees no

problem with taking them at recommended doses if you feel they help.

For now, there’s no proven way to switch off the strange dreams

themselves. But addressing whatever is disrupting your sleep may make

your nights less of a nightmare.
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