
After a decade of managing gate operations, crew scheduling, and the chaotic symphony of regional terminal life, I
transitioned into a life of full-time travel writing. I’ve logged more red-eyes than I care to count, and if there is one
thing I’ve learned, it’s this: sleep on an airplane isn’t a luxury—it’s a tactical operation. If you go into a flight
without a strategy, you aren’t resting; you’re just enduring.

I’m not a fan of overstuffed packing lists. Most people carry half their medicine cabinet and a dozen "travel hacks"
they never actually touch. Everything I use goes into one reliable zip pouch. If it doesn't fit in the pouch, it doesn't
leave the house. Today, we’re settling the age-old debate: noise canceling vs earplugs, and why your sleep
strategy needs to be about more than just blocking sound.

The Battle of Silence: Noise-Canceling Headphones vs. Earplugs
To understand what you need for sleep on an airplane, you first have to understand the environment. A typical
cabin noise level sits between 80 and 85 decibels. That’s roughly the sound of a garbage disposal running right
next to your handinhandadventures.com head. It’s persistent, low-frequency hum that creates "noise fatigue" in
the nervous system.

Feature Active Noise-Canceling (ANC) Headphones High-Fidelity Earplugs Comfort Heavy, bulky, hard to sleep on
your side Lightweight, low profile Effectiveness Superior for engine drone Good for sharp, sudden noises TSA
Considerations No liquid/gel restrictions No liquid/gel restrictions Best Use Long-haul, upright, or semi-reclined
When you need to lie on your side

My verdict? I use ANC headphones for the takeoff and initial climb. The technology is brilliant at canceling the
mechanical roar. However, for actual REM cycles, I switch to silicone-molded earplugs. Why? Because you cannot
comfortably sleep on your side wearing heavy over-ear headphones. Test your gear on a short-haul flight before
trusting it for an eight-hour crossing. If those earplugs give you pressure headaches at 30,000 feet, you’ll know
within 90 minutes, not ten hours into a trans-Atlantic nightmare.

Beyond Noise: Why "Stay Hydrated" is Vague, Useless Advice
Every travel blog tells you to "stay hydrated," but they never explain the physics. Cabin humidity on a commercial
aircraft is often between 10% and 20%. That is drier than the Sahara Desert. This isn't just about thirst; it's about
the mucosal lining of your throat and nose, which is your first line of defense against the germ-laden air of a
pressurized cabin.

Drinking plain water is fine, but it’s inefficient because your body loses electrolytes along with moisture in that arid
environment. I carry electrolyte powder packets in my zip pouch. Electrolytes help your body retain that water,
keeping your system regulated. Note: TSA rules allow powder, but if you carry liquid concentrates, ensure they are
under 3.4 ounces (100ml). If you’re checking a bag, store your hydration supplements there to keep your carry-on
liquid allowance clear for things you actually need during the flight.

Regulating the Nervous System: The CBD Truth
Travel is a stressor. Between the hustle of the terminal and the cramped seating, your nervous system is likely in
"fight or flight" mode long before you reach your cruising altitude. To help wind down, I look at the research. The
NIH / NCBI (PubMed Central) provides extensive data on how cannabinoid receptors play a role in stress
regulation and sleep-wake cycles.

https://handinhandadventures.com/what-frequent-travelers-keep-in-their-wellness-kit/


I’ve experimented with various tinctures, but I prioritize transparency. I’ve settled on Joy Organics for my
personal kit because they provide third-party lab results for every batch. When you are traveling, you don't have
the luxury of guessing if a product is pure. I check the certificate of analysis (COA) to ensure that what is on the
label is what is in the bottle. A small sublingual dose (using the dropper) about 30 minutes before I want to sleep
helps soothe that "travel jitters" feeling without the heavy, groggy aftermath of sleep medication.

A quick note on melatonin: The market is currently flooded with 5mg, 10mg, or even 20mg "melatonin
megadoses." This is irresponsible. According to research published in The Permanente Journal, lower doses of
melatonin are often more effective for sleep onset, while higher doses can actually disrupt your sleep architecture
and leave you with a massive "hangover" effect. Do not reach for the strongest dose; reach for the correct one.

A Strategic Approach to Jet Lag and Sleep
Jet lag is essentially a failure of your internal clock to sync with the environment. If you arrive in a new time zone
and force your body into a schedule with high-dose melatonin or alcohol, you’re just piling more work onto your
brain.

The "Zip Pouch" Protocol for Sleep Success:

1. The Anchor: Use ANC headphones for the first hour of the flight to block the engine roar, then switch to
earplugs once the cabin quiets down for sleep.

2. The Hydration Strategy: Drink 8oz of water with electrolytes for every 4 hours of flight. Do not wait until
you are thirsty.

3. The Nervous System Check: Use a high-quality CBD tincture sublingually (under the tongue) 30 minutes
before sleep. Ensure your product has an accessible COA.

4. The Timing: Set your watch to the destination time the moment you board. Avoid melatonin entirely if you
are flying a short-to-medium distance; use it only to reset your clock after you land.

Final Thoughts
Travel writing has taught me that the best travelers aren't the ones with the most gear—they’re the ones with the
best *systems*. Don't fall for the hype of "stronger" supplements or expensive gadgets that don't fit your sleep
style. Test your noise-canceling gear on a short trip. Check the COA on your CBD. Understand that cabin humidity
is your enemy, and electrolytes are your best friend. Let me tell you about a situation I encountered wished they
had known this beforehand.. Keep it simple, keep it in the pouch, and you’ll arrive at your hotel not just awake, but
functional.



Ever notice how remember: tsa agents don't care about your jet lag, they care about the 3.4oz limit. Keep your
liquids compliant, your expectations realistic, and your nervous system calm. Safe travels.


