
 

How can I get some sleep? Which treatments
actually work?
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Do you have difficulty falling asleep? Do you stay awake for a long time
at night? Do these sleep problems make you feel fatigued, strung-out, or
exhausted during the day? Has this been happening for months?
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If so, you're not alone. About 12%–15% of Australian adults have 
chronic insomnia.

You might have tried breathing exercises, calming music, white noise,
going to bed in a dark and quiet bedroom, eating different foods in the
evening, maintaining a regular sleep pattern, or reducing caffeine. But
after three to four weeks of what seems like progress, your insomnia
returns. What next?

What not to do

These probably won't help:

spending more time in bed often results in more time spent 
awake in bed, which can make insomnia patterns worse

drinking coffee and taking naps might help get you through
the day. But caffeine stays in the system for many hours, and can
disrupt our sleep if you drink too much of it, especially after
about 2pm. If naps last for more than 30 minutes, or occur after
about 4pm, this can reduce your "sleep debt," and can make it
more difficult to fall asleep in the evening

drinking alcohol might help you fall asleep quicker, but can
cause more frequent awakenings, change how long you sleep,
change the time spent in different "stages" of sleep, and reduce
the overall quality of sleep. Therefore, it is not recommended as
a sleep aid.

What to do next?
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https://www.sleephealthfoundation.org.au/special-sleep-reports/chronic-insomnia-disorder-in-australia
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If your symptoms have lasted more than one or two months, it is likely
your insomnia requires targeted treatments that focus on sleep patterns
and behaviors.

So, the next stage is a type of non-drug therapy known as cognitive
behavioral therapy for insomnia (or CBTi for short). This is a four to
eight week treatment that's been shown to be more effective than
sleeping pills.

It involves education about sleep, and offers psychological and
behavioral treatments that address the underlying causes of long-term
insomnia.

You can do this one-on-one, in a small group with health professionals
trained in CBTi, or via self-guided online programs.

Some GPs are trained to offer CBTi, but it's more usual for specialist 
sleep psychologists to offer it. Your GP can refer you to one. There are
some Medicare rebates to subsidize the cost of treatment. But many
psychologists will also charge a gap fee above the Medicare subsidy,
making access to CBTi a challenge for some.

About 70-80% of people with insomnia sleep better after CBTi, with
improvements lasting at least a year.

What if that doesn't work?

If CBTi doesn't work for you, your GP might be able to refer you to a
specialist sleep doctor to see if other sleep disorders, such as obstructive
sleep apnea, are contributing to your insomnia.

It can also be important to manage any mental health problems such as 
depression and anxiety, as well as physical symptoms such as pain that
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https://www.sleepprimarycareresources.org.au/insomnia/cbti
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smrv.2022.101687
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health+professionals/
https://www.sleepprimarycareresources.org.au/insomnia/cbti/referral-to-digital-cbti-programs
https://psychology.org.au/find-a-psychologist
https://doi.org/10.12703%2Fr%2F11-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smrv.2019.08.002
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/sleep+disorders/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smrv.2016.04.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smrv.2016.04.004
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/mental+health+problems/
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can also disrupt sleep.

Some lifestyle and work factors, such as shift-work, might also require
management by a specialist sleep doctor.

What about sleeping pills?

Sleeping pills are not the recommended first-line way to manage
insomnia. However, they do have a role in providing short-term, rapid
relief from insomnia symptoms or when CBTi is not accessible or
successful.

Traditionally, medications such as benzodiazepines (for example,
temazepam) and benzodiazepine receptor agonists (for example,
zolpidem) have been used to help people sleep.

However, these can have side-effects including a risk of falls, being
impaired the next day, as well as tolerance and dependence.

Melatonin—either prescribed or available from pharmacies for people
aged 55 and over—is also often used to manage insomnia. But the 
evidence suggests it has limited benefits.

Are there new treatments? How about medicinal
cannabis?

Two newer drugs, known as "orexin receptor antagonists," are available
in Australia (suvorexant and lemborexant).

These block the wake-promoting pathways in the brain. Early data
suggests they are effective in improving sleep, and have lower risk of
potential side-effects, tolerance and dependence compared with earlier
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https://www.sleepprimarycareresources.org.au/insomnia/pharmacological-therapy
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.38623.768588.47
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smrv.2022.101692
https://doi.org/10.4088/PCC.22nr03385
https://doi.org/10.4088/PCC.22nr03385
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/side-effects/


 

medicines.

However, we don't know if they work or are safe over the long term.

Medicinal cannabis has only in recent years been studied as a treatment
for insomnia.

In an Australian survey, more than half of people using medicinal
cannabis said they used it to treat insomnia. There are reports of 
significant benefit.

But of the four most robust studies so far, only one (led by one of us, Jen
Walsh) has demonstrated an improvement in insomnia after two weeks
of treatment.

So we need to learn more about which cannabinoids—for example,
delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol, cannabidiol or cannabinol—and which
doses may be beneficial. We also need to learn who can benefit most,
and whether these are safe and effective over the long term.

What now?

If you've had trouble sleeping for a short time (under about a month) and
nothing you try is working, there may be underlying reasons for your
insomnia, which when treated, can provide some relief. Your GP can
help identify and manage these.

Your GP can also help you access other treatments if your insomnia is
more long term. This may involve non-drug therapies and/or referral to
other services or doctors.

For more information about insomnia and how it's treated, see the Sleep
Health Foundation's online resource.
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This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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