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Treating insomnia in alcohol-dependent patients
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Abstract

Insomnia is common, persistent and associated with relapse and suicidality in alcohol-dependent patients. In up to half of
cases, insomnia may precede the development of alcohol dependence; and childhood sleep problems predict early-onset
drinking in boys. This talk will first review normal sleep and its measurement, followed by what is known regarding the
prevalence, correlates, and persistence of insomnia in alcohol-dependent patients. Underlying disturbances in sleep
regulatory mechanisms (sleep drive homeostasis and circadian rhythm physiology) and genetic influences are covered.
Due to its multifactorial etiology including substance-related and other underlying factors, clinical assessment of
insomnia is crucial before selecting among the best treatment options. These options include behavioral therapy alone or
in combination with pharmacotherapy, while traditional sleeping medication with abuse potential can be avoided in the
overwhelming majority of cases. Studies that address whether treating insomnia prevents relapse to drinking are
presented. Specific practice points will be emphasized.
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