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An Introduction to ADHD & Sleep Problems 
 

 

 

Ah, the wild world of ADHD and sleep—where counting sheep feels more like herding cats. 
Picture this: 50-75% of adults with ADHD are like nocturnal ninjas, battling insomnia and other 
sleep snags like champions. Forget about snoozing peacefully through the night; if you’ve got 
ADHD, your sleep schedule is more unpredictable than a reality TV plot twist. 

 

In the ADHD sleep saga, adolescence is just the warm-up act. As you mature, your sleep woes 
become more dramatic, like a soap opera cliffhanger. Studies even suggest that sleep 
deprivation in ADHD is like throwing a wild party where all your adult symptoms show up 
uninvited and refuse to leave. 

 

Now, let’s talk sub-types. If you’re the daydreamer type (inattentive ADHD), you might as well 
set your bedtime to "whenever." But if you’re all about that hyperactive or impulsive life, 
insomnia’s your new best friend. And if you’re blessed with the combined sub-type, congrats! 
You get the joy of both a late bedtime and sleep quality that's more elusive than Bigfoot. 

 

Daytime sleepiness? Oh yeah, it's practically the ADHD club handshake. And waking up? It’s like 
a battle with a snooze button that's determined to win the war. 

 

So, what’s the remedy? Cue the non-medical strategies and homemade cures! From sleep 
hygiene (because apparently, sleep needs to be scrubbed clean too) to rituals that would put a 
wizard to shame, there’s no shortage of quirky tricks to try. Just don’t bring your worries to bed—
they’re not invited to this slumber party. 
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And let’s talk about avoiding caffeine, sugar, nicotine, and alcohol before bed. Basically, if it’s 
fun, it’s forbidden. And as for exercise? Sure, it’s great for your health, but save it for daylight 
hours—your sleep cycle needs a break. 

 

But hey, if all else fails, there’s the tantalizing promise of psychiatric treatment and medication. 
Because who wouldn’t want a prescription for sleep? Just remember, what works for one person 
might turn another into a sleepless zombie. 

 

If you’re still stuck in the nightmare of sleeplessness after trying everything, it might be time to 
call in the big guns. Your GP might have some tricks up their sleeve, or they might send you on a 
sleep adventure to a Sleep Disorder clinic. Because when sleep becomes a puzzle even Einstein 
couldn’t solve, it’s time to call in the specialists. 

 

Understanding the Connection between ADHD and Sleep: 

 

1. Prevalence of Sleep Issues in ADHD:  
 
Studies have shown that individuals with ADHD are more likely to experience sleep 
problems such as bedtime resistance, difficulty falling asleep, frequent night 
awakenings, and overall reduced sleep duration compared to their peers without ADHD. 
 
 

2. Biological Factors:  
 
Research has highlighted potential biological factors that contribute to sleep issues in 
individuals with ADHD, including alterations in the dopamine system, circadian rhythm 
disturbances, and abnormalities in the regulation of melatonin production. Me 
 
 

3. Behavioral Factors:  
 
Behavioral factors such as irregular bedtime routines, excessive screen time before bed, 
and poor sleep hygiene practices can also exacerbate sleep problems in individuals 
with ADHD. 
 
 

4. Impact of Sleep Disturbances on ADHD Symptoms:  
 
Poor sleep quality and inadequate sleep duration have been shown to worsen ADHD 
symptoms, including inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity, further emphasizing the 
importance of addressing sleep issues in individuals with ADHD. 
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Strategies for Managing Sleep Issues in Individuals with ADHD: 

 

1. Establishing a Consistent Bedtime Routine:  
 
Creating a calming bedtime routine that includes activities such as reading, listening to 
soft music, or practicing relaxation techniques can help individuals with ADHD 
transition to sleep more easily. 
 
 

2. Optimizing Sleep Environment:  
 
Maintaining a sleep-conducive environment by keeping the bedroom dark, quiet, and 
cool, and ensuring that electronic devices are kept away from the bed can promote 
better sleep quality. 
 
 

3. Promoting Healthy Sleep Habits:  
 
Encouraging regular exercise, avoiding caffeine and stimulants close to bedtime, and 
maintaining a consistent sleep schedule can help regulate sleep-wake cycles in 
individuals with ADHD. 
 
 

4. Utilizing Cognitive Behavioral Therapy for Insomnia (CBT-I):  
 
CBT-I is a structured therapeutic approach that can be effective in addressing insomnia 
and other sleep issues commonly experienced by individuals with ADHD. 
 
 

5. Consulting Healthcare Professionals:  
 
Individuals with ADHD who continue to experience significant sleep disturbances 
despite implementing lifestyle changes and behavioral strategies may benefit from 
consulting healthcare professionals, such as sleep specialists or psychiatrists, for 
further evaluation and management. 
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Melatonin & Sleep 
In the UK, melatonin is available as a prescription medication for the treatment of certain sleep 
disorders, particularly in children and adolescents. Here's an overview of melatonin prescribing 
practices in the UK: 

 
1. Indications:  

 
Melatonin is typically prescribed for individuals with sleep disorders such as: 
 

• Delayed Sleep Phase Disorder (DSPD): This condition is characterized by a 
delayed timing of the major sleep episode relative to conventional sleep times, 
resulting in difficulty falling asleep and waking up at desired times. 
 

• Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): Melatonin may be prescribed to individuals 
with ASD who experience sleep disturbances, including difficulties with sleep 
onset and maintaining sleep throughout the night. 
 

• Other Sleep Disorders: Melatonin may also be considered for other sleep 
disorders, such as insomnia or jet lag, in certain cases. 
 
 

2. Prescribing Guidelines:  
 
In the UK, melatonin is typically prescribed by healthcare professionals, including 
general practitioners (GPs) or specialists such as paediatricians or sleep medicine 
physicians. Prescribing guidelines may vary depending on the specific sleep disorder 
and the individual's medical history. 
 
 

3. Dosage and Administration:  
 
Melatonin is available in various formulations, including immediate-release and 
prolonged-release tablets or liquid formulations. The dosage and administration 
instructions are determined based on factors such as the individual's age, weight, and 
the severity of their sleep disorder. It is usually taken orally, typically about 1 -2 hours 
before bedtime. Slow release doses of 2 – 6 mg are usually effective.  
 
 

4. Monitoring and Follow-up:  
 
Healthcare providers may monitor the individual's response to melatonin treatment and 
adjust the dosage as needed. Regular follow-up appointments may be scheduled to 
assess the effectiveness of treatment and address any concerns or side effects. 
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5. Safety and Side Effects:  
 
Melatonin is generally considered safe for short-term use when used as directed. 
However, like any medication, it can cause side effects in some individuals, such as 
daytime drowsiness, headache, or stomach discomfort. Long-term safety data are 
limited, particularly in children and adolescents, so the duration of treatment may be 
reassessed periodically. 
 
 

6. Availability and Access:  
 
Melatonin is available on prescription in the UK, and patients can obtain it from 
pharmacies with a valid prescription from a healthcare provider. Over-the-counter 
melatonin supplements are not widely available in the UK and are not subject to the 
same regulatory oversight as prescription medications. 
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Medicinal Cannabis & Sleep 

 

Research on cannabis and sleep has been gaining attention in recent years. Here's a summary 
of some key findings: 

 
 
Sleep Architecture:  
 

Cannabis, particularly strains high in THC, has been found to affect sleep 
architecture. Studies suggest that THC can reduce REM (rapid eye movement) 
sleep, which is important for cognitive functioning and dreaming, while 
increasing non-REM sleep stages. 

 
 
 
Sleep Latency:  
 

THC has been shown to decrease the time it takes to fall asleep, known as sleep 
latency. This effect may be beneficial for individuals with insomnia or other sleep 
disorders characterized by difficulty initiating sleep. 

 
 
 
Sleep Duration:  
 

Some research indicates that cannabis use may increase total sleep time, 
leading to longer periods of uninterrupted sleep. However, the evidence on this 
is mixed, and individual responses to cannabis can vary. 

 
 
 
Sleep Quality:  
 

While some users report subjective improvements in sleep quality with cannabis 
use, objective measures such as polysomnography (sleep studies) have 
produced mixed results. Factors such as dose, frequency of use, and individual 
differences may influence the effects of cannabis on sleep quality. 

 
 
CBD and Sleep:  
 

Cannabidiol (CBD), another prominent cannabinoid in cannabis, has also been 
studied for its effects on sleep. Unlike THC, CBD is not psychoactive and may 
have different effects on sleep. Some studies suggest that CBD may improve 
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sleep in certain populations, potentially by reducing anxiety or promoting 
relaxation. 
 

 
Sleep Disorders:  
 

Research on the use of cannabis for specific sleep disorders, such as insomnia, 
sleep apnoea, and REM sleep behaviour disorder (RBD), is ongoing. While some 
individuals report symptom relief with cannabis use, more rigorous studies are 
needed to determine its safety and efficacy for these conditions. 

 
 
Individual Variability and Adverse Effects:  
 

It's important to note that individual responses to cannabis can vary, and some 
users may experience adverse effects on sleep, such as next-day grogginess, 
dependence, or withdrawal symptoms upon discontinuation. 
 

 
 
Clinical Applications and Future Directions:  
 

Despite the growing interest in cannabis as a sleep aid, more research is needed 
to better understand its mechanisms of action, optimal dosing strategies, long-
term effects, and potential risks. Clinical trials with standardized cannabis 
preparations are needed to establish evidence-based guidelines for its use in 
sleep medicine. 

 

 
Overall, while cannabis shows promise as a sleep aid for some individuals, more 
research is needed to fully understand its effects on sleep and to inform clinical 
practice. Individuals considering cannabis for sleep should consult with healthcare 
professionals and consider the potential risks and benefits in their specific context. 

 

 

Summary – ADHD & Sleep 
The relationship between ADHD and sleep is a multifaceted one, influenced by 
biological, behavioral, and environmental factors. By recognizing the impact of sleep 
disturbances on ADHD symptoms and implementing tailored strategies to address 
sleep issues, individuals with ADHD can improve their overall quality of life and well-
being. Further research and continued efforts to raise awareness of the importance of 
sleep in managing ADHD are essential in supporting individuals with this 
neurodevelopmental disorder. 


