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Abstract: The prevalence of insomnia in the elderly is 
significant. If left untreated or inappropriately treated, 
insomnia may contribute to increased health care resource 
use. Therefore, better identification and management of 
insomnia is required for this patient population. This 
patient education tool is used to promote melatonin as a 
safer alternative to benzodiazepines and other sedative 
hypnotics for primary insomnia in otherwise healthy elderly 
people.  
 
 
This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the 
Primary Care Clerkship at the University of Minnesota Medical 
School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is 
to present information on a medical topic in the format of a 
patient education handout.  It does not necessarily reflect the 
views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians 
and faculty.  These materials are provided for informational 
purposes only and are in no way intended to take the place of the 
advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  
The information provided may no longer be up to date since it has 
not been reviewed since the date of creation.  The information 
provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 
disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of 
a medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 



Using Melatonin for Sleep 
Problems in Adults Over Age 
55 
                   

 
 

Melatonin is a hormone naturally 
made by the brain. In part, it helps 
maintain the body’s sleep wake 
cycle. As people age sometimes the 
body’s melatonin levels decrease. 

What is Melatonin? 

Synthetic melatonin supplements 
have been used for a variety of 
medical conditions, most notably for 
disorders related to sleep. 
 

Recent studies show that melatonin 
can be effective for treating sleep 
disorders in otherwise healthy 
people over age 55.  

Will it work for me? 

 

It is safe to use short term in healthy 
adults and, in fact, is safer to use 
than other classes of commonly 
used sleep medications such as 
benzodiazepines.  Benzodiazepine 
side effects include frequent memory 
problems, drowsiness, falls, 
fractures, road accidents, and a 
withdrawal syndrome after treatment 
ends. 

Is it safe? 

Melatonin may affect cholesterol 
levels, blood sugar levels, and blood 

pressure levels. People with seizure 
disorder, underlying major 
depression or psychotic disorders, 
high or low blood pressure, high 
cholesterol, diabetes, or glaucoma 
should be closely monitored by a 
healthcare professional when taking 
melatonin. People on blood thinners 
should not take melatonin. 
 

1) Stick to a regular sleep schedule-
even on weekends. But if on some 
nights you're not sleepy at the 
regular time, don't go to bed until you 
are. 

What else will help me to 
sleep well? 

2) Exercise regularly, but avoid 
exercise late in the evening close to 
bedtime. 
3) Put your worries away when you 
go to bed. Some people try writing 
them down, then crumpling up the 
paper, and tossing it in the 
wastebasket. 
4) Do something relaxing and 
enjoyable before bedtime. 
5) Make your bedroom quiet and 
comfortable. 
6) Avoid large meals just before 
bedtime. 
7) Do not read or watch TV in bed. 
Reserve the bedroom for sleep and 
sexual activity. 
8) If you cannot sleep within 15 to 20 
minutes, get up and go to another 
room to read or do something 
relaxing. Return to bed only when 
drowsy. 
9) Remove the clock from eyesight. 
10) Cut down or stop alcohol, 
nicotine, and caffeine use. 



 
 

www. Sleepeducation.com 

For More Information Visit 
These Websites 

 
Medline Plus: Sleep Disorders in the 
Elderly 
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/
ency/article/000064.htm 
 
American Academy of Sleep 
Medicine 
www.aasmnet.org 
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