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Many children on the autistic spectrum have trouble falling asleep or sleeping through 

the night. Humans normally produce and store melatonin during the day when we are 

exposed to natural sun light, and our brain secretes the melatonin into the blood stream 

when it gets dark. Research has shown that children on the autistic spectrum have low 

levels  of  melatonin,  and  that  their  sleep  problems  are  related  to  this  low  level  of 

melatonin.

It  has  also  been shown that  Melatonin  given in  the evening  – half  an  hour  before 

bedtime  –  helps  about  80%  of  children  with  autism  to  sleep  better,  and  that  this 

improved some of their behaviour and emotional problems. 

We all know how important sleep is for our well-being – the children’s AND the parents’! 

If your child has sleep problems it may be a good idea to have him or her checked out 

by a doctor  and start  him or  her  on a small  dose (1mg) of  melatonin  given in  the 

evening. Melatonin is a prescription medicine in New Zealand.

Melatonin has a very good safety record, it has been studied and used for many years 

as a jet-lag pill and no serious short or long term side effects have been found. If you 

take too much of it you will feel drowsy the next day, but you would probably have to 

take 10-20mg (the dose usually prescribed is 1mg). Even larger doses have been used 

experimentally in cancer patients with a remarkable improvement in their wellbeing and 

survival.  Melatonin is a potent antioxidant – and we know that autistic children have 

increased  oxidative  stress.  Therefore  this  may  be  another  good  reason  to  give 

melatonin if they experience sleep problems. A one week trial will show whether it is 

helpful or not – and about 80% of children on the autistic spectrum respond well, with 

improved sleep and behaviour.
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