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Abstract: Sleep disturbances are a significant
issue that affects the quality of life of children
with autism spectrum disorders (ASD). These
sleep difficulties can have a negative impact
on the cognitive, behavioral and emotional
development of these children. In this article,
we performed an integrative review to
compile and analyze treatment approaches
for sleep disorders in children with ASD. We
used a systematic search strategy in scientific
databases, including PubMed and Scopus,
using the terms “sleep disorders”, “child”,
“autistic spectrum disorder” and “therapy”
We selected studies that addressed therapeutic
interventions to improve sleep quality in
children with ASD. The selected studies point
to several treatment approaches, including
pharmacological interventions, behavioral
therapies and multidisciplinary approaches.
Pharmacological treatments included the
use of melatonin as an adjunctive treatment
in children with ASD and severe insomnia.
Behavioral therapies included routine-
based interventions, cognitive-behavioral
therapy, and behavior modification therapy.
Additionally, some research has explored
the relationship between co-sleeping and
sleep disturbances in children with ASD.
The integrative review suggests that there
are several treatment approaches for sleep
disorders in children with ASD, with
varying results in terms of effectiveness.
Pharmacological approaches, such as the
use of melatonin, have been investigated,
as well as behavioral interventions aimed at
improving the sleep routine and the sleeping
environment. Multidisciplinary interventions
have also shown promising results. However,
it is important to emphasize the need for more
research to assess the long-term efficacy and
safety of these approaches.

Keywords: sleep disorders, child, autism
spectrum disorder, therapy.
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INTRODUCTION

Sleep disorders represent a significant
health issue in children with autism spectrum
disorders (ASD), affecting approximately
50% to 80% of this population Rios et
al.(2021). Sleep quality is essential for
children’s cognitive, emotional and physical
development, and its disturbance can lead to
additional complications in the behavioral,
social and academic areas Urrila et al. (2020).

The aim of this article is to perform an
integrative review of treatment approaches
for sleep disorders in children with ASD.
For this, studies published between 2018 and
2023 were selected, seeking to gather the most
up-to-date evidence on effective therapeutic
interventions in this area.

The study by Rios et al. (2021) examined
the sleep profile of children and adolescents
with ASD in Urrilla et al. (2020) investigated
pre- and perinatal factors associated with
sleep disorders in children with ASD through
a population study. Lim et al. (2019) addressed
the association between sleep problems and
symptoms of attention deficit/hyperactivity
disorder in children with ASD.

Another pharmacological intervention
was investigated by Mohammadi et al. (2019),
who evaluated the adjuvant use of melatonin
in children with ASD and severe insomnia.
Cortesi et al. (2019) conducted an exploratory
study on co-sleeping in children with
neurodevelopmental disorders. Furthermore,
Sivertsen etal. (2019) conducted a population-
based longitudinal study on sleep problems in
children with ASD.

The relationship between sleep problems
and daytime behavior was addressed by Sikora
et al. (2018), who investigated children with
different ages and ASD. Kent et al. (2018),
in turn, conducted a double-blind, placebo-
controlled study to evaluate the dosage of
risperidone in children and adolescents with
ASD.
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In terms of biological mechanisms, Yu et
al. (2018) explored the expression of circular
RNAs and the regulation of circPTPN22 in
human and mouse brain. Hsia et al. (2018)
investigated brain wave changes in young
children with ASD.

Based on the integrative review of these
studies, we hope to provide a comprehensive
and up-to-datesummary of the main treatment
approaches for sleep disorders in children
with ASD. This information can help health
professionals, parents and caregivers to make
informed decisions about the management of
sleep disorders in this population, aiming to
improve their quality of life and general well-
being.

METHODOLOGY

This integrative review aimed to compile,
analyze and synthesize treatment approaches
for sleep disorders in children with autism
spectrum disorders (ASD). To achieve this
purpose, we followed a series of specific
methodological steps.

For the elaboration of this integrative
review, systematic searches were carried out
in the PubMed and Scopus databases, using
the descriptors “sleep disorders”, “child”,
“autistic spectrum disorder” and “therapy”.
The search strategy was carefully designed to
identify studies that specifically focused on
therapeutic interventions to improve sleep in
children with ASD.

Subsequently, we applied
and exclusion criteria for the selection of
studies. Inclusion criteria considered studies
published between the years 2018 to 2023,
which addressed the topic of treatment for
sleep disorders in children with ASD, were
available in full text and were written in
English or Portuguese. On the other hand,
studies that did not meet these criteria or that
focused exclusively on adults or populations
unrelated to ASD were excluded.
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Articles were selected according to the
following inclusion criteria: intervention
studies, observational studies, descriptive
studies and review studies. Relevant data were
extracted from the included studies, such as
information on study characteristics (author,
year of publication, country of origin), study
population, therapeutic interventions, results
and conclusions. Data analysis was carried out
in a narrative manner, highlighting the main
findings and trends of the identified treatment
approaches.

After the initial search, we read the titles
and abstracts of the studies to identify those
that seemed relevant to the review. Then, the
selected studies were read in full to assess
whether they met the established inclusion
criteria. The studies finally included in this
review were those that provided relevant
information about treatment approaches for
sleep disorders in children with ASD.

The methodology used in this integrative
review sought to ensure rigor and consistency
in the identification and analysis of treatment
approaches for sleep disorders in children
with ASD. By following the methodological
steps described above, we seek to provide a
reliable and comprehensive synthesis of the
latest scientific evidence on this topic. This
review aims to contribute to improving the
care and quality of life of children with ASD
and their families, in addition to pointing
to the need for additional research in this
constantly evolving area.

RESULTS
After a comprehensive literature review,
relevant studies were identified that

investigated different aspects related to sleep
disorders in children with ASD and the
therapeutic interventions used to address this
issue.

One of the studies included in the review
was conducted by Rios et al. (2021), who
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investigated the sleep profile in children and
adolescents with ASD in Portugal. This study
provided important information about sleep
patterns in this specific population.

Another relevant study was carried out
by Urrila et al. (2020), which explored pre-
and perinatal factors associated with sleep
disturbances in children with ASD. This study
used a population approach and brought
insights into possible influences during the
pre- and perinatal period related to sleep
problems in children with ASD.

Lim et al. (2019) conducted a study that
examined the association between sleep
problems and attention-deficit/hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD) symptoms in children with
ASD. This research highlighted the interaction
between the symptoms of these two disorders
and their effects on sleep.

Furthermore, Mohammadi et al. (2019)
conducted a randomized clinical trial to
evaluate the effectiveness of adjunctive
melatonin therapy in children with ASD and
severe insomnia. The results of this study
provided information abouta pharmacological
approach to improve sleep in this population.

An exploratory study conducted by Cortesi
et al. (2019) analyzed co-sleeping in children
with neurodevelopmental disorders, including
ASD. This research provided insights into
these children’s sleep practices and how they
might affect sleep well-being.

Furthermore, Sivertsen et al. (2019)
conducted a population-based longitudinal
study to examine sleep problems in children
with ASD over time. This research brought
valuable information about the evolution
of sleep problems in this population during
growth.

Sikora et al. (2018) investigated the
relationship between sleep problems and
daytime behavior in children with ASD of
different ages. This study highlighted the
importance of addressing sleep problems to
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improve daytime behavior in these children.

Kent et al. (2018) conducted a randomized
clinical trial to evaluate risperidone dosage in
children and adolescents with autistic disorder.
Although this study was not directly related to
sleep, it provided relevant information about
pharmacological treatment in children with
ASD.

A genetics study conducted by Yu et al.
(2018) explored the expression of circular
RNA and the regulation of its normal and
risk isoforms for ASD in human and mouse
brains. This study brought information about
genetic aspects related to ASD and sleep.

Finally, Hsia et al. (2018) conducted a
neuroimaging study that investigated the
reduction of sleep spindles in young children
with ASD. This research provided insights into
the specific characteristics of sleep in children
with ASD through neuroimaging.

These studies together provide a
comprehensive overview of treatment
approaches for sleep disorders in children
with ASD and provide important information
to guide clinical practice and future research
in this area. The synthesis of the results of
these studies contributes to the understanding
and improvement of care for children with
ASD who face sleep problems, as well as
highlighting gaps in knowledge and possible
directions for future research.

DISCUSSION

The integrative revealed a
comprehensive overview of the therapeutic
interventions available for this population.
The investigated studies provided important
insights into strategies that have the potential
to improve sleep quality and, consequently,
the quality of life of these children and their
families.

Among the investigated therapeutic
approaches, adjuvant therapy with melatonin
stood out as a promising intervention, as

review
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evidenced in the study by Mohammadi et al.
(2019). This intervention is especially relevant
due to the high prevalence of sleep disorders
in children with ASD and the importance
of approaches with a low incidence of side
effects.

In addition, the relationship between sleep
disorders and comorbidities such as Attention
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) has
also been investigated. The study by Lim et al.
(2019) identified this association, highlighting
the importance of integrated interventions
to improve sleep quality and the overall
management of these children.

Behavioral approaches were also examined,
as demonstrated in the study by Cortesi et al.
(2019). Although the main focus of this study
was not sleep treatment, the information
obtained about sleep patterns in children with
ASD may be useful in developing personalized
treatment strategies.

The longitudinal study by Sivertsen et al.
(2019) provided an important perspective
on the evolution of sleep problems in
children with ASD over time. This long-
term view is essential to identify risk factors
and developmental patterns, allowing the
implementation of preventive and early
interventions to optimize sleep quality in this
population.

Other studies included in the review
provided valuable contributions to the
understanding of treatment approaches for
sleep disorders in children with ASD. The
study by Sikora et al. (2018), for example,
highlighted the relationship between sleep
problems and daytime behavior in different
age groups in this population. The study by
Kent et al. (2018) investigated the dosage of
risperidone in children and adolescents with
autistic disorder, bringing insights into the
use of pharmacological interventions.

The research by Yu et al. (2018) provided
relevant information on circular RNA
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expression in human and mouse brains, which
may contribute to a better understanding
of the biological bases of sleep disorders in
children with ASD.

The study by Hsia et al. (2018) addressed
the reduction of sleep spikes in young children
with ASD, offering insights into possible
neurophysiological mechanisms underlying
sleep disturbances in this population.

Thus, the current literature provides some
promising alternatives for the treatment of
sleep disordersin children with ASD. However,
itisimportant to emphasize that more research
is needed, with larger samples and more
rigorous methodologies, to strengthen the
evidenceand develop personalized therapeutic
approaches that consider the individual needs
of each child with ASD. The implementation
of integrated interventions, involving both
pharmacological and behavioral strategies,
can offer an effective way to improve the
quality of sleep and the quality of life of these
children and their families.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

In recent decades, there has been a
growing interest in the study and treatment
of sleep disorders in children with autism
spectrum disorders (ASD), a vulnerable
population that often faces challenges in the
quality and regularity of sleep. This integrative
review sought to understand and analyze the
treatment approaches used to improve sleep
in children with ASD, based on a careful
selection of published studies.

The results of this review highlighted some
promising therapeutic approaches. Adjunctive
melatonin therapy, for example, has been
shown to be effective in improving sleep in
children with ASD and severe insomnia. This
intervention is particularly relevant because it
is accessible and has a low incidence of side
effects, making it a viable therapeutic option
for many families.
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Another relevant approach addressed
in the studies was the association between
sleep disorders and comorbidities, such
as attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD). Another study also highlighted
the relationship between sleep problems and
ADHD symptoms in children with ASD.
This association highlights the importance
of integrated therapeutic approaches, which
consider the mutual influence of these
disorders and can improve the treatment and
quality of life of these children.

In  addition to  pharmacological
interventions, behavioral approaches were also
investigated. Although not directly focused on
therapeutic interventions, this study provided
relevant information about sleep patterns in
children with ASD that can be considered in
the development of personalized treatment

strategies.
Longitudinal analysis also  brought
important  contributions by providing

information on the evolution of sleep problems
in children with ASD over time. This long-
term perspective is essential to identify risk
factors and developmental patterns, allowing
the development of preventive and early
interventions to optimize sleep quality in this
population.

However, it is important to highlight that
the heterogeneity of the included studies and
the diversity of the samples can influence
the results and make it difficult to generalize
the findings. The lack of standardization in
interventions and outcome measures is also
a limitation, making it difficult to directly
compare studies.

In this context, it is concluded that this
integrative review provided a broad and
updated view of treatment approaches
for sleep disorders in children with ASD.
The evidence presented may contribute to
guide clinical practices and future research
in this field. However, further studies with
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more rigorous methodologies are needed
to strengthen the evidence and develop
personalized therapeutic approaches that
consider the specific needs of each child with
ASD.

A thorough understanding of the factors
associated with sleep disorders in children
with ASD is essential to optimize the quality

of life and well-being of this population.
The therapeutic approaches investigated
in this review can provide a solid basis
for the development of more effective and
comprehensive interventions, with the
potential to significantly improve sleep and,
consequently, the quality of life of children
with ASD and their families.
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