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Melatonin: Perchance to Dream 
 

As with all presenting symptoms in behavioral 

health, it is important to assess the patient’s 

situation to better understand if there is a 

significant underlying disorder (such as depression) 

or some other causative factor (such as side effects 

of other medication being taken) that may be 

causing the difficulties --- in these circumstances 

addressing the underlying situation with 

appropriate treatment is warranted.   
 

But even in these situations, and certainly in the 

management of sleep difficulty in the otherwise 

well individual, a step-wise approach beginning 

with simpler medications is typically advisable.  
 

Following is a brief review of the over-the counter 

accessible medication Melatonin which is being 

increasingly used on an over-the-counter basis by 

patients, both adult and pediatric, for sleep 

disturbance, both for difficulty initiating sleep and 

maintaining sleep.  
 

In humans and other animals, it is a hormone that 

participates in circadian rhythms and anticipates the 

daily onset of darkness. It is also an antioxidant and 

participates in the protection of nuclear and 

mitochondrial DNA. It is directly synthesized from 

the amino acid L-tryptophan, which has also 

historically been used as a supplement for sleep.  
 

The human body produces endogenous melatonin 

about two hours before bedtime, provided that the 

light is dim, and its release helps prepare the body 

for sleep. An infant’s melatonin levels become 

regular around 3 months. Also as children become 

adolescents, their bodies release melatonin later in 

the evening, leading to a delay in sleep onset and 

wake up time that is sometimes not appreciated as a 

physiologic challenge for teens. Human melatonin 

production decreases as a person gets older and this 

is likely related to some of the sleep challenges 

faced in the geriatric population. 

 

Research has shown that supplemental melatonin 

can be helpful in improving onset of sleep, 

enhancing sleep quality and reducing sleep latency. 

It has been found to have efficacy for insomnia in 

elderly patients. It has been found helpful for 

treating sleep-wake cycle disorders in children with 

underlying neurodevelopmental difficulties, like 

Autism and ADHD. It can be helpful to treat sleep 

disturbance side effects of other medications, that 

can occur with use of stimulant medications. It can 

be helpful to treat jet lag and for those doing shift 

work.  
 

Melatonin is widely available in a variety of forms 

- pill, chewable, liquid, and sublingual. Side 

effects, while not common, can include morning 

sleepiness, headache, short-term feelings of 

depression, dizziness, stomach cramps and 

irritability. A typical dose range for adults is 

between 2-10mg and for children can be as low as 

0.5 mg. Dose should be titrated to effect.  
 

Immediate-release formulations cause blood levels 

of melatonin to reach their peak in about 1 hour. 

Melatonin is available as a prolonged-release 

prescription medication, Circadin, which releases 

melatonin gradually over 8-10 hours. This is 

intended to more closely mimic the body’s internal 

release of melatonin.  The medication comes in a 

2mg dose and has been well studied. This form 

might be more helpful than the immediate-release 

form for patients who struggle with maintaining 

sleep.  
 

Melatonin can be a useful early choice for patients, 

pediatric and adult, who are struggling with sleep 

disturbance. It seems to be safe for long term use, 

although this has not been extensively studied.  
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