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Editorial

Understanding sleep and sleep disturbances 
in autism spectrum disorder, and 
management of insomnia: an update
Hye-Geum Kim 
Department of Psychiatry, Yeungnam University College of Medicine, Daegu, Korea 

We spend 25 to 30 years sleeping in our lifetime. This time-consuming activity plays an important role in 
the quality of life. Chronic sleep disturbance is a pandemic worldwide, with two-thirds of individuals unable 
to obtain the recommended 7 to 9 hours of sleep each night. In addition, up to 10% of people meet the cri-
teria for clinical insomnia [1]. The cost of insomnia is estimated to reach $100 billion annually in the Unit-
ed States alone. Therefore, in this special issue, we attempt to understand the importance of sleep from sev-
eral aspects: (1) understanding sleep, which affects not only mental health but also overall physical health 
[2]; (2) understanding the characteristics of sleep disturbances that occur in autism spectrum disorder 
(ASD) mainly in children [3]; and (3) new non-pharmacological treatments for insomnia [4]. 

Insomnia is treated as a neuropsychiatric disorder and its influence was thought to be confined to neuro-
cognitive and emotional problems. However, insomnia affects the entire body and causes a variety of physi-
cal illnesses. Yun and Jo [2] reviewed the aspects of insomnia as a systemic disease. Chronic sleep distur-
bances affect a variety of physiological systems, including the immune, endocrine, and circulatory systems. 
A negative impact on these systems increases the risk of various illnesses, such as diabetes, high blood pres-
sure, cancer, and infections. Accordingly, Yun and Jo [2] argued that insomnia should be considered a sys-
temic disease, and they described in detail the complex, dynamic, and global biological nature of the sleep 
process. 

Sleep plays an important role in adults but is also important for child development. Sleep is a necessary 
physiological process for typical synaptic development and brain maturation, and children with sleep dis-
turbances are vulnerable to emotional and cognitive developmental problems [5]. Seo [3] reviewed in de-
tail the sleep disturbances seen in ASD among the neurodevelopmental disorders that mainly occur in chil-
dren. The developmental and behavioral effects of sleep disturbances in ASD were examined in detail, and 
the underlying mechanisms were investigated. In addition, he looked at the therapeutic approaches to sleep 
disturbances in children and adolescents with ASD, including pharmacological and non-pharmacological 
treatments. 

Nevertheless, new attempts are being made to treat sleep disorders. Sleep medications commonly used 
for sleep disorders have many side effects and therapeutic limitations. Kim [4] reviewed the effects of mind-
fulness meditation, which has recently been in the spotlight, on insomnia. Patients with chronic insomnia 
describe their condition as a “vicious cycle.” In other words, insomnia worsens as the effort and desire to 
sleep increases. These cognitive distortions and excessive sleep obsessions cannot be resolved with medica-
tion alone. The concept and therapeutic mechanism of mindfulness meditation that is helpful in patients 
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with chronic insomnia will be examined in detail. 
I hope these articles will help clinicians and scientists better un-

derstand sleep and insomnia. These articles are expected to be 
helpful for a comprehensive understanding of sleep. The systemic 
characteristics of sleep were examined through physiological 
mechanisms, and the sleep patterns of children with ASD, which 
have been addressed little in the past, were examined in depth. A 
mindfulness-based insomnia treatment, a non-pharmacological 
treatment that has recently been in the spotlight, was also de-
scribed in detail. 

Finally, I would also like to thank the Editorial Board of Yeun-
gnam University Journal of Medicine for giving us the opportunity to 
conduct a multifaceted review of sleep. I appreciate the hard work 
of the authors of these articles. 
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