
 
 
 

Copyright 2007 University of Pittsburgh. All rights reserved. 

Brief Behavioral Treatment for 
Insomnia 

UPMC Sleep Medicine Center 
 
 

This copyright in this form is owned by the University of Pittsburgh and may be reprinted without charge only for non-commercial 
research and educational purposes. You may not make changes or modifications of this form without prior written permission from the 
University of Pittsburgh. If you would like to use this instrument for commercial purposes or for commercially sponsored research, 
please contact the Office of Technology Management at the University of Pittsburgh at 412-648-2206 for licensing information.   



Copyright 2007 University of Pittsburgh. All rights reserved. 

Brief Behavioral Treatment for Insomnia 

 Healthy Sleep Practices 
 What Controls Sleep 
 Brief Behavioral Treatment 
 Action Plan 



Copyright 2007 University of Pittsburgh. All rights reserved. 

Practices that help sleep 

 Exercise 
 Daily routines 
 Treating medical problems 
 A comfortable sleep environment 
 Keeping your bed for sleep (and sex) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Research studies show that exercise during the day can help sleep quality in older adults.  It’s probably best to exercise in the morning to early evening hours; exercise later at night may increase your alertness.  You should check with your doctor before beginning any exercise plan to make sure it’s safe for you.Daily routines help keep your biological clock on time.  Having a regular schedule for meals, exercise, and other activities is often helpful.Because medical problems are often one cause for insomnia, it makes sense to have your medical problems evaluated and treated as well as possible.  In particular, conditions that cause pain, difficulties with movement, and difficulty with breathing can cause insomnia.  If you have any of these problems, talk with your doctor to make sure you are getting the best treatment you can.A comfortable sleep environment is also very important.  Your room should not be too hot nor too cold.  People sleep better in dark rooms, although you may need a night light in case you have to get up in the middle of the night.  People who have trouble sleeping often find that it helps to turn their clock around so they don’t spend all night watching it.  You can still set the alarm if you need to, but watching the clock doesn’t help you to sleep.People with insomnia need to remember that the bed is for sleeping and sex.  Some people with insomnia begin to plan   their whole lives around the bed.  They may eat in bed, talk on the phone, watch TV, or balance their checkbook.  The problem with these activities is that they confuse your brain.  Bed no longer is just the place for sleeping, it’s the place for doing all of these other important things.  When it really IS time for sleep, your brain may have trouble making the switch.
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Practices that hurt sleep 

 Alcohol 
 Caffeine 
 Worries 
 A poor sleep environment 
 Using your bed for things other than sleep (or 

sex) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Alcohol actually helps people fall asleep more quickly.  So what’s the problem with a nightcap?  The problem is that when the alcohol wears off in the middle of the night, it actually causes MORE wakefulness than if you didn’t have any.  Alcohol can also lead to the need for urination in the middle of the night.  Finally, alcohol can worsen sleep apnea, pauses in breathing during sleep that are fairly common in older adults.Caffeine is also a problem for sleep.  Why?  Although caffeine may help you to be more alert during the day, many people with insomnia are very sensitive to caffeine’s effects.  Even one or two cups of coffee in the morning may disrupt their night-time sleep.  Caffeine can also have long-lasting effects, for ten hours or more.  Another problem is that caffeine can be found in more foods and beverages than you think, and in greater amounts.  The next page shows the amount of caffeine in some common drinks.Worries are a common cause for insomnia.  If your brain is busy thinking, it can’t “shut off” and go to sleep.  Some people find that it’s helpful to sit down with a pen and paper in the evening and write down the things that worry them.  They may also jot down a couple of notes about what they can do about these worries.  For instance, if you’re worried about a doctor’s appointment the next day, you might write down a few questions you want to ask.  Getting your worries down on paper can help you to get them out of your mind, and allow you to sleep more soundly.As we discussed before, a poor sleep environment can work against sound sleep.  You may need to work on the temperature, light, or sound in your bedroom to make sure it’s a good place to sleep.We also talked about the fact that using your bed for activities other than sleep and sex can be confusing for your brain.  If you’re having trouble sleeping, try not to  watch TV, talk on the phone, or do other things in bed that might confuse your brain.  Remember: your bed is for sleep (and sex).
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What controls sleep? 

1. How long you’ve 
been awake 

2. The Biological Clock 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As you can see from this picture, the two forces that guide our sleep usually work together.  At the end of the day, our “sleep juice” is high because of how long we’ve been awake, and we can fall asleep.  Later in the night, our biological clock’s sleep drive reaches a peak, helping us to stay asleep.As we’ll talk about later, people with insomnia may have low amounts of “sleep juice” and a biological clock that doesn’t keep very accurate time.  But there are things you can do to help each of these.
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What controls sleep? 

1. How long you’ve 
been awake 

2. Time of Day 
(The Biological 
Clock) 
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Brief behavioral treatment of  insomnia: 
Four steps 

 Reduce your time in bed 
 Get up at the same time every day of the week, 

no matter how much you slept the night before 
 Don’t go to bed unless you’re sleepy 
 Don’t stay in bed unless you’re asleep 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The four steps involved in the treatment are as follows:(Read steps with patient.)We’ll review each of these in a little more detail.
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Getting started: What are your AVERAGE 
sleep times? 

Bed time 
Time out of bed (morning) 
Total time in bed 
Time to fall asleep 
Awake during the night 
Total awake during the night 
Total sleep time 
(Time in bed – Awake time) 
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1. Reduce your time in bed 

 Cutting down your time 
in bed = increasing how 
long you’ve been awake 

 Being awake longer leads 
to quicker, deeper, more 
solid sleep 

 Not decreasing the 
amount of SLEEP you get, 
just the amount of 
AWAKE time in bed 

 How long in bed?  Sleep 
time + 30 minutes 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
(Continued)The other thing this step does is to help your brain “train” itself to see bed as a place for getting sleep, rather than as a place for lying awake at night and being frustrated.We don’t want to go overboard with this, so what we’re going to do is to figure out how long you actually sleep, on average, and to use that as our starting place.  Because nobody can sleep 100% of the time in bed, we’ll add 30 minutes to the amount of sleep, and use that as the amount of time you should spend in bed.(Therapist uses patient report and sleep diary to determine average sleep duration, then adds 30 minutes to arrive at new time in bed.)In order to cut you time in bed down, I’d like you to actually go to bed later at night, so that you’re closer to the biological clock’s peak of sleepiness.  And remember, the goal will be to spend no longer than ______ in bed each and every night.
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2. Get up at the same time every day of the 
week 
 Getting up at the same time 

helps to set the biological 
clock 

 Wake-up time is the most 
important cue for the 
biological clock 

 Getting up at the same time 
helps you get morning light, 
which also sets the biological 
clock  

 If you’ve slept poorly, 
getting up at the same time 
helps you to sleep better the 
next night 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The second step in the treatment is to get up at the same time every day of the week, no matter how long you’ve slept the night before.  Why?The basic reason is that getting up at the same time every day helps to “set” the biological clock.  (Refer to slide 11.) Many people with insomnia will try to sleep whenever they can, and they may even find that their best sleep of the day occurs in the early morning hours.  Or after a bad night of sleep, they’ll try to sleep in longer to “catch up.”Unfortunately, having an irregular wake-up time confuses the biological clock. In fact, wake-up time is probably the most important cue for setting the biological clock.  Another very important signal to the clock-- the timing of morning light-- also depends on waking up at a regular time.Some people are concerned that, if they get up after only a few hours’ sleep, they’ll feel terrible during the day.  And although it’s true that you may feel kind of bad that day, remember that the biological clock will help to wake you up during the day.  Remember, too, that getting up at a regular time after a poor night’s sleep will build up the “sleep juice” that helps you to fall asleep the following night.Now let’s look at what time you should actually get up.  (Therapist uses sleep diary and patient report information to determine “Good morning time,” and reinforces that this is for every day of the week.Based on that wake-up time, and how long we said you should be in bed, we can also figure out an approximate time for going to bed.  (Therapist calculates based on GMT and target time in bed.)
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3. Don’t go to bed unless you’re sleepy 

 This also helps to 
increase sleep drive by 
keeping you awake 
longer 

 Going to bed when 
you’re not sleepy can 
lead to frustration 

 Going to bed when 
you’re not sleepy 
gives your brain the 
wrong message 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The third rule is related to the first, and says simply that you shouldn’t go to bed unless you’re sleepy. We’ve talked about how long you should spend in bed based on your amount of sleep, and the time you should wake up each morning.  From those two things, we can say when you should probably go to sleep.  However, if you’re not sleepy at our “bedtime,” you shouldn’t go to bed yet.  Let yourself stay up a little longer, and only go to bed when you’re actually feeling that you could fall asleep.This step also helps to increase your “sleep juice,” because it’s just another way of increasing the amount of time you’re awake.Furthermore, going to bed when you’re not sleepy can lead to frustration, which actually interferes with sleep.Finally, going to bed when you’re not sleepy gives your brain the wrong message.  Instead of learning that bed is the place for sleep, going to bed when you’re not sleepy helps you to learn that bed is a place for wakefulness and frustration.
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4. Don’t stay in bed unless you’re asleep 

 If you’re awake for a long 
time (a half hour or more), 
get out of bed 

 Helps to train your brain: 
Bed = Sleep 

 Reduces frustration 
 Plan in advance activities 

that you can do when you 
get out of bed 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The last rule is similar to the third, but it says that if you wake up in the middle of the night and are not falling back asleep, you should get out of bed and do something else for a while.  You should not look at the clock to see how long you’ve been awake. If it feels like it’s been a half hour or so and you’re not feeling sleepy, it’s time to get out of bed.What should you do?  Let’s think about that together.  (Therapist and patient generate some options, e.g., reading, watching TV, listening to radio-- all out of bed.)  It’s important not to do something that’s too interesting, because you don’t want to make yourself more awake.  It’s also important to keep the lights low, because we don’t want to disturb your biological clock.Getting out of bed this way also helps to train our brain that bed is for sleep, and the rest of the house is for waking.This step, like the others, can also help to keep you from being too frustrated in bed.  As we’ve said before, frustration makes sleep less likely.
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Sleep 
Difficulty 

Frustration Arousal 

Vicious 
Cycle 
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Medications for sleep 

 Types of sleeping pills 
 Effects of sleeping pills 
 Side effects of sleeping pills 
 Proper dose 
 Proper timing 



Copyright 2007 University of Pittsburgh. All rights reserved. 



Copyright 2007 University of Pittsburgh. All rights reserved. 

Review and action plan 

Rules for better sleep 
Wake-up time every day no LATER than… 
Bed time every day no EARLIER than… 
Total time in bed at night 
Sleep medication instructions 
 
 
Fill out sleep diary 
Return visit 
Contact information 
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Increasing your sleep time: Part 1 

 IF, during the previous week, you are… 
 Falling asleep in less than 30 minutes AND 
 Spending less than 30 minutes awake during the 

middle of the night… 
 …THEN 
 Increase your time in bed by 15 MINUTES during the 

next week 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When discussing how to increase time in bed (referred to as increasing sleep time on the patient slide):Discuss the principle of slow, gradual (15 minute) increases to their time in bed. (See steps 1-3 on slide.)Be sure to emphasize that they need to be realistic – DO NOT EXPECT TO SLEEP MORE THAN 8 HOURS PER NIGHT, and the important point is that insomnia symptoms might return due to increased time in bed. At that point, they should re-restrict their time in bed to the last time that was working for them (or possibly further – see next slide).
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Increasing your sleep time: Part 2 

 IF, during the previous week, you notice 
more trouble with sleep…  
 Taking longer than 30 minutes to fall asleep OR 
 Spending more than 30 minutes awake during the 

middle of the night)… 
 …THEN 
 Reduce your time in bed by 15 MINUTES during 

the next week 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It takes time to adapt to this extra time in bed.         Your insomnia symptoms may worsen if you try to change your sleep-wake schedule too quickly.If your insomnia symptoms come back or get worse, return to the last schedule that was working for you. Shorten the amount of time you stay in bed. 	             (You may need to return to the original sleep schedule         that you established at the beginning of this program).If this helps, remain at this schedule for at least 2 weeks to allow things to stabilize (you may need to wait longer)     before again trying to increase your sleep time.  Remember to continue to follow the other instructions: Be sure to maintain a consistent wake-up time every day. Get out of bed if you cannot fall asleep or return to sleep during the night after 20 to 30 minutes.
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Increasing your sleep time: Part 3 

If you ARE sleeping soundly… …INCREASE your time in bed 

If you are NOT sleeping well… …DECREASE your time in bed 
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