What is insomnia? 

Insomnia is an inability to sleep well. It's a common problem, affecting almost everyone at one time or another. A person with insomnia may have difficulty falling asleep or staying asleep, wake up frequently during the night, or wake up earlier than desired the next morning, resulting in symptoms such as daytime fatigue, irritability, poor memory, loss of productivity, and decreased enjoyment of family and social life. 

Most people have an occasional restless night, often related to short-term stress. For some people, however, poor-quality sleep is a recurring or even a lifelong problem. Temporary insomnia, lasting days to weeks, affects about 50% of adults. 1 Insomnia that lasts more than 6 weeks may affect up to 10% to 15% of adults. 2 

What causes insomnia? 

Temporary insomnia, which can last anywhere from a night or two up to several weeks, may be caused by:

· A single stressful event. 

· A period of emotional stress. 

· Illness. 

· Temporary pain or discomfort. 

· Disturbances in the sleeping environment, such as noise, light, or sleeping in a different bed. 

· A change in the normal sleep pattern, such as might be caused by jet lag or working a late shift. 

Temporary insomnia usually resolves in less than a month. But it's important to pay attention to it since excessive daytime sleepiness can have serious consequences, such as accidents while driving or at work. Also, temporary insomnia can develop into chronic poor-quality sleep, particularly if you begin to worry about your inability to sleep. 

Chronic insomnia can last months or even years, and may be caused by: 

· Mental or emotional conditions, such as depression or anxiety, or stress. These are the leading causes of insomnia in adults. 3 

· Poor sleep habits, such as watching television in bed or keeping an irregular bedtime schedule, or apprehension or excessive worry about falling asleep, which often plagues people with insomnia. 4 

· An underlying medical condition such as a breathing problem, heart condition, hormonal or digestive disorder, or chronic pain. 

· Use of stimulants such as tobacco and caffeine. 

· Alcohol use. 

· Lack of regular physical activity. 5 

· Prescription, nonprescription, or illegal drugs. 

· A different sleep disorder, such as sleep apnea. 

It is important to talk with your health professional about your sleep patterns and to have any health problem or sleep disorder diagnosed and, if necessary, treated. Insomnia can contribute to depression, automobile and industrial accidents, loss of jobs, marital and social problems, increased alcohol consumption, and poor health.

What are the symptoms? 

The symptoms of insomnia vary. You may have difficulty falling asleep, so you may toss and turn for what seems like a long time. You may wake up and have trouble falling back to sleep, perhaps several times during the night. You may wake up too early and feel unrefreshed in the morning or tired or irritable during the day.

How is insomnia diagnosed? 

Insomnia is not a disease, and no specific test can diagnose it. But since an inability to sleep well is often related to an underlying cause, your doctor will probably assess your current health, medical history, and any medications you may be taking. 

A physical exam, blood tests (which may include thyroid testing or hormonal testing for menopause), and, in some cases, sleep studies may be done to help identify or rule out medical problems that may be causing the insomnia. Your insomnia may improve or disappear when the underlying cause is treated. 

Your doctor may also ask you about your sleep history: how well you sleep, how long you sleep, bedtime habits, and any unusual behaviors. You may be asked to keep a sleep diary, which is a record of your sleep patterns for a week or two. If your symptoms point to mental health concerns, you may be assessed by a mental health professional.

How is it treated? 

Treatment for insomnia focuses on the cause of your inability to sleep well. If you have an underlying medical problem such as chronic pain, a breathing problem, or a digestive disorder, treating the problem successfully will usually allow better sleep. 

You may be able to treat your insomnia with minor lifestyle and behavioral changes such as setting a regular bedtime, waking at the same time each day, not using caffeine or alcohol for several hours before bedtime, or getting regular exercise. Avoiding daytime naps also may be helpful.

Medications may sometimes be needed to help induce sleep. They are commonly prescribed for short-term use if other treatment isn't working. They should not be the primary treatment over the long term and should always be combined with lifestyle and behavioral changes.

Who is affected by insomnia? 

Insomnia can affect people at any stage in life. One recent study reported that about 1 out of 5 children has insomnia. 6 It is more common in women and older people. About 45% of seniors are affected by sleeping difficulties, and up to 14% use sleeping pills. 7 

Sleep patterns also change as you get older, and many older adults sleep less than younger adults. It may be harder to get to sleep, and your sleep may not be as deep. Health problems and medicines can also affect how much or how well you sleep. But having trouble getting to sleep or not sleeping well is not normal, no matter what your age. If you are having trouble sleeping, discuss it with your doctor at your next checkup.

Frequently Asked Questions 

	Learning about insomnia: 
	· What is insomnia? 

· What causes insomnia? 

	Being diagnosed: 
	· What are the symptoms of insomnia? 

· What tests will I need? 

	Getting treatment: 
	· What is the treatment for insomnia? 

· Will I need to take medications? 

· Can a sleep study help me? 

	Living with insomnia: 
	· What can I do at home to help prevent or treat insomnia? 

· How can I create a healthy sleep environment? 
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Home Treatment

Once you and your doctor have eliminated or treated underlying health problems contributing to your insomnia, there are many steps you can take to break the cycle of poor sleep quality and daytime fatigue.

· Eliminate or limit caffeine, nicotine, and alcohol, and be sure to avoid using these substances late in the day or in the evening. 

· Check all of your medications with your doctor to see whether they are affecting your sleep; you may be able to adjust your prescriptions or schedule to avoid creating sleep problems. 

· Keep established bedtimes and wake times, 7 days a week. 

· Reserve the bed for sleeping and sex; do your reading or TV watching in another room. 

· Make exercise a regular part of your life, but don't do it within 3 or 4 hours of bedtime. 

· Don't stay in bed longer than 8 hours, and try to avoid naps. 

· Use the evening hours for settling down, and avoid challenging activities in the hours before bedtime. 

· Eat meals at regularly scheduled times, and eliminate bedtime snacks, or have only light snacks near bedtime. 

· Once you are in bed, relax from head to toe, and guide your mind to pleasant thoughts. 

· Get plenty of sunlight in the outdoors, particularly later in the afternoon. 

· Keep your bedroom quiet, dark, and cool. Try using a sleep mask and earplugs to help you sleep. 

· Restrict nighttime liquid consumption to reduce the need to get up to urinate, but don't go to bed thirsty. 

· Avoid uneven noise (sometimes a steady "white noise" such a fan running can help), being too hot or too cold, and the bright lights of television or a computer screen during the late afternoon, evening, and night. 

For more information, see:

How to set up a healthy sleep environment. 

Older adults, particularly those who are in nursing homes or are cared for by others, often suffer from chronic insomnia. There are specific ways that caregivers can help create a good sleep environment: 21 

· Older adults need to get regular exercise and sunshine during the day. 

· Their rooms should be cool, quiet, and dark in the evening and night. 

· Keep food and snacks out of the bed, if possible. 

· Encourage seniors to get up and out of their beds and bedrooms if they are unable to sleep. 

· Keep nighttime awakenings, such as for medications, to a minimum. 

· Maintain familiar evening and bedtime routines. 

Be sure to talk to your doctor if your sleep problem gets worse, lasts for more than 4 weeks, or your symptoms become more severe or frequent.
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How to set up a healthy sleep environment
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Introduction

Insomnia is a common condition. Most people will have an occasional bout of sleeplessness due to temporary stress, worry, or irregular schedule. However, when the inability to sleep well continues for weeks or months, it can become a health problem. 

If you have chronic insomnia, it may be caused by an underlying factor such as depression, anxiety, or pain. Your insomnia will probably improve or disappear when the cause is treated successfully. Sometimes poor sleep becomes a problem of its own. Dwelling on it only makes it worse. Simply changing your beliefs about sleep and your everyday behaviors can improve your sleep dramatically. 

"Sleep hygiene" measures include commonsense health practices and setting up an environment that promotes sleep.

 What is sleep hygiene? 
 Why should I change my everyday habits? 
 How can I improve my sleep environment? 
 Where to go from here 

Why should I change my everyday habits?

Choices we make on a daily basis become habits that determine our lifestyle. Making different choices can lead to new habits and a lifestyle that improves sleep. Research shows that lifestyle habits and sleep practices are strongly related to overall sleep quality. 1 

· If you usually have a couple glasses of wine before bedtime and seem to always wake up at 3:00 a.m., try a nonalcoholic (and noncaffeinated) beverage instead. 

· If you sit at a computer all day and don't make time for exercise, try taking a brisk walk for 20 minutes each day. 

healthwise:quiz

1. Daily habits can affect my sleep. 

a. True 




The answer is correct

The time you get out of bed, the size and timing of your dinner, where you set your thermostat, whether or not you get some exercise each day, and many other choices you make can affect your sleep patterns.




b. False 




The answer is incorrect

The time you get out of bed, the size and timing of your dinner, where you set your thermostat, whether or not you get some exercise each day, and many other choices you make can affect your sleep patterns.
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How can I improve my sleep environment?

The following measures may help you sleep more soundly and wake up feeling more refreshed: 

· Establish a regular bedtime. 

· Wake up at the same time each day, including weekends, even if you haven't slept well. 

· Avoid daytime napping. 

· Limit your consumption of caffeine (coffee, tea, caffeinated sodas), and don't have any for at least 4 to 6 hours before bedtime. 

· Avoid tobacco use, especially near bedtime and upon awakening during the night—nicotine is a stimulant. 

· Avoid using alcohol late in the evening. It can cause awakening later in the night. 

· Avoid heavy meals close to bedtime. A light snack may help you sleep. 

· Don't go to bed thirsty, but don't drink so much you have to urinate frequently. 

· Get some exercise every day. It can be vigorous or moderate, but you should not exercise within 3 or 4 hours of bedtime because activity increases metabolism and alertness for a few hours. 

· Get plenty of sunlight in the outdoors, especially in late afternoon. 

· Minimize noise in the house, or mask it with a steady low noise such as keeping a fan running on slow speed, or a radio tuned to static. Use comfortable earplugs if needed. 

· Keep the room cool and dark. If you can't darken the room, use a sleep mask. 

· Use a pillow and mattress that are comfortable for you. 

· If watching the clock makes you anxious about sleep, turn the clock so you can't see it or put it in a drawer. 

· Reserve the bedroom for sleeping and sexual activity. A bit of light reading may help you fall asleep, but if it doesn't, do your reading elsewhere in the house. Avoid watching television in bed. 

· Set aside time for problem solving earlier in the day so you don't carry anxious thoughts to bed. Try writing down your worries in a "worry book," then set it aside well before bedtime. 

· Participate in relaxing activities before bedtime. Try deep breathing, yoga, meditation, tai chi, or muscle relaxation techniques. Take a warm bath. Play a quiet game or read a book. 

· If you can't fall asleep, or you wake up in the middle of the night and don't get back to sleep quickly, get out of bed and go to another room until you feel sleepy. 

· Keep track of your sleep and lifestyle patterns in a sleep diary 

(What is a PDF document?) . 

healthwise:quiz

1. Napping during the day will help me practice falling asleep so that I can do it better at night. 

a. True 




The answer is incorrect

If you are having difficulty sleeping, it will help if you are truly tired at bedtime. Napping during the day, while not unhealthy, may make you less tired at bedtime.




b. False. 




The answer is correct

If you are having difficulty sleeping, it will help if you are truly tired at bedtime. Napping during the day, while not unhealthy, may make you less tired at bedtime.




2. When I am tossing and turning, unable to sleep, I should stay in bed until I fall asleep. 

a. True 




The answer is incorrect

If you are tossing and turning, you should not stay in bed until you fall asleep. You need to establish the bed as a place for sleep, not sleeplessness. If you aren't asleep within 15 or 20 minutes, go to another room and do a quiet activity like reading until you are sleepy.




b. False 




The answer is correct

If you are tossing and turning, you should not stay in bed until you fall asleep. By staying in bed, you are associating the bed with sleeplessness. If you aren't asleep within 15 or 20 minutes, go to another room and do a quiet activity like reading until you are sleepy.




