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ABSTRACT 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterized by difficulties in 

communication, social interaction, and repetitive behavioral patterns. Sleep disturbances are among the most 

common concerns reported in children with ASD and often contribute to behavioral challenges during the day. 

Research indicates that children with autism experience a higher prevalence of sleep-related problems than 

typically developing children. Difficulties such as delayed sleep onset, frequent night awakenings, reduced 

sleep duration, and poor sleep quality can negatively affect emotional regulation, learning, attention, and 

adaptive functioning. Sleep problems may also worsen autism-related symptoms, including stereotypic 

behaviors, irritability, aggression, and communication difficulties. This review explores the relationship 

between sleep disturbances and behavioral outcomes in children with ASD. It also discusses factors 

contributing to sleep difficulties, available treatment approaches, and implications for nursing practice. 

Understanding and addressing sleep problems may improve both child well-being and family quality of life. 

Keywords: Autism Spectrum Disorder, Sleep Disturbances, Behavioral Problems, Children, Nursing Care, 

Sleep Hygiene 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Background of Autism Spectrum Disorder 

Autism Spectrum Disorder is a lifelong neurodevelopmental disorder that affects an individual's ability to 

communicate, interact socially, and adapt to environmental demands. The condition presents with varying 

levels of severity, ranging from mild to significant functional impairment. The increasing prevalence of ASD 

has made it a major public health concern requiring multidisciplinary management and continuous research. 

Importance of Sleep in Child Development 

Sleep is an essential biological process that supports physical growth, cognitive development, emotional 

regulation, memory consolidation, and overall health. Adequate sleep is particularly important during 

childhood because it influences learning, attention, behavior, and adaptive functioning. 

Sleep Problems Among Children with Autism 

Children with ASD experience sleep disturbances more frequently than their typically developing peers. 

Common sleep problems include prolonged sleep onset, bedtime resistance, night awakenings, reduced sleep 

duration, and daytime sleepiness. These difficulties may significantly affect both the child and family 

members. 
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Need for the Review 

Although behavioral problems are commonly addressed in children with autism, sleep-related issues often 

receive less attention in clinical practice. Understanding the association between sleep disturbances and 

behavioral difficulties can contribute to more effective interventions and improved outcomes. 

 

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE REVIEW 

Primary Objective 

To examine the relationship between sleep disturbances and behavioral problems in children with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder. 

Specific Objectives 

To identify common sleep disturbances experienced by children with ASD. 

To explore factors contributing to sleep difficulties. 

To examine the impact of sleep problems on behavior and daily functioning. 

To review available management strategies. 

To discuss implications for nursing practice and future research. 

3. METHODS 

Literature Search Strategy 

A comprehensive review of published literature related to sleep disturbances and behavioral outcomes in 

Autism Spectrum Disorder was conducted. Relevant journal articles, review papers, and research studies were 

examined to obtain current evidence. 

Selection Criteria 

Studies focusing on children and adolescents diagnosed with ASD and investigating sleep patterns, behavioral 

consequences, or treatment approaches were included in the review. 

Data Extraction and Analysis 

Information from selected studies was analyzed and organized into major themes, including sleep disturbances, 

behavioral outcomes, treatment approaches, nursing implications, and future research needs. 

4. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Low-Functioning Autism and Sleep Problems 

Children with low-functioning autism often exhibit more severe behavioral difficulties and may experience 

greater challenges related to sleep. Communication limitations and intellectual impairments may complicate 

the assessment and management of sleep disturbances in this population. 

Types of Sleep Disturbances in ASD 

Sleep problems reported among children with ASD include: 

Difficulty initiating sleep 

Frequent night awakenings 
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Reduced total sleep time 

Poor sleep efficiency 

Daytime sleepiness 

Circadian rhythm abnormalities 

Parasomnias such as night terrors and sleepwalking 

These disturbances often persist for extended periods and may affect daytime functioning. 

Causes of Sleep Disruption 

The causes of sleep difficulties in ASD are multifactorial. Biological factors, including altered melatonin 

production and circadian rhythm dysfunction, may contribute to sleep disturbances. Additional influences 

include anxiety, sensory sensitivities, gastrointestinal problems, epilepsy, medication effects, and 

environmental factors. 

Sleep and Behavioral Outcomes 

Research demonstrates a strong association between poor sleep and challenging behaviors. Children 

experiencing inadequate sleep are more likely to display: 

Irritability 

Aggression 

Hyperactivity 

Self-injurious behaviors 

Repetitive behaviors 

Reduced social interaction 

Communication difficulties 

Emotional dysregulation 

Insufficient sleep may also affect learning abilities, attention, and adaptive functioning. 

Management of Sleep Problems in ASD 

Effective management requires identification of the underlying cause and implementation of individualized 

interventions. Both behavioral and pharmacological approaches may be beneficial depending on the child's 

needs. 

Behavioral Interventions 

Behavioral strategies remain the first-line approach for managing sleep problems. Common interventions 

include: 

Establishing consistent bedtime routines 

Limiting screen exposure before bedtime 

Creating a quiet sleep environment 

Maintaining regular sleep schedules 
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Encouraging appropriate sleep hygiene practices 

These approaches have demonstrated positive effects on sleep quality and duration. 

Pharmacological Interventions 

Melatonin is among the most frequently studied treatments for sleep difficulties in children with ASD. 

Evidence suggests that melatonin may help reduce sleep onset latency and improve total sleep duration. 

However, treatment should always be individualized and supervised by healthcare professionals. 

5. IMPLICATIONS FOR NURSING PRACTICE 

Assessment of Sleep Patterns 

Nurses should routinely assess sleep habits, bedtime routines, sleep duration, and nighttime awakenings during 

clinical evaluations. 

Parent Education and Counseling 

Parents should be educated regarding the importance of healthy sleep practices and strategies to improve sleep 

quality. 

Early Identification of Behavioral Changes 

Monitoring sleep disturbances may help identify behavioral concerns before they become severe. 

Sleep Hygiene Promotion 

Nurses play a vital role in promoting healthy sleep habits through education and supportive interventions. 

Multidisciplinary Collaboration 

Collaboration with pediatricians, psychologists, occupational therapists, and sleep specialists is essential for 

comprehensive care. 

6. FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

Need for Longitudinal Studies 

Further long-term studies are needed to understand changes in sleep patterns across different developmental 

stages. 

Research in Low-Functioning Autism 

More attention should be directed toward children with low-functioning autism, as this group remains 

underrepresented in research. 

Development of Targeted Sleep Interventions 

Future studies should focus on designing interventions that address specific sleep disturbances and behavioral 

profiles. 

Use of Objective Sleep Assessment Tools 

Advanced assessment methods such as actigraphy and polysomnography may provide more accurate 

information regarding sleep characteristics. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

Sleep disturbances are highly prevalent among children with Autism Spectrum Disorder and have significant 

implications for behavior, emotional well-being, and daily functioning. Evidence suggests that inadequate 

sleep may intensify core autism symptoms as well as associated behavioral difficulties. Early identification 

and management of sleep problems can contribute to improved behavioral outcomes, enhanced family 

functioning, and better quality of life. Nurses play a crucial role in assessment, education, intervention, and 

coordination of care. Continued research is necessary to develop effective and individualized strategies for 

managing sleep disturbances in children with ASD. 
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