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Trouble goi ng to slee p or 
awakening perio dically during 
the n ight is  a c ommon pr oblem 
in pe ople with a myotrophic 
lateral sclerosis (ALS).  Difficulty 
in chan ging po sition, aching 
muscles, discomfo rt from  
immobility and stiff joints and 
breathing probl ems often 
prevent people f rom falling 
asleep or staying asleep.  Some 
people hav e exce ssive oral  
secretions and difficulty cl earing 
the throat b ecause of a wea k 
cough. 
 
Consequently, a nightly p attern 
of sleeple ssness may result in 
excessive d aytime fatigue, irri-
tability, ineffective copi ng, fre-
quent episodes of impatience or 
crying, in creased troubl e 
breathing and a miserable life. 
 
Alleviating sleep disturbance be-
gins with identifying the cause of 
wakefulness.  If you have  bodily 
pain, determine why and what to 
do ab out it.  Remai ning i n the  
same position too lon g may 
contribute to  con siderable dis-
comfort.  Repositioning the body 
every two  hours p romotes 
optimal comfort and the ability to 
sleep.  Some peopl e obtain  
relief from im mobility by arising 
in the middle of the  ni ght and  
sitting in  a  chair fo r a short 
while. Identify ways  to change 

positions as easily as possible.  
Use of a draw sh eet ca n help 
caregivers turn thei r loved ones 
on their sides while in bed. 
 
People who are de pendent on 
others fo r care nee d to  co m-
municate to  their caregivers 
their most comfortable positions 
for sle eping.  Displ ay of 
photographs of the patient in  
their preferred po sitions for 
sleeping p rovides a vi sual aid  
for hired caregivers on e xactly 
how to po sition their patie nts as 
they desire. 
 
An elect ric bed offers a v ariety 
of comfo rtable po sitions.  The  
head and foot of the bed can be 
easily el evated o r lo wered with  
a pu sh of a button.  Side  rail s 
aid in turnin g for those who can 
grab bars.  Some pe ople hold  
onto the a rm-rest o r ba ck of a 
heavy ch air next to the bed to  
help them  move.  Silky 
bedclothes or satin sheets aid in 
sliding over. 
 
To maximize comfort, try using 
foam ove rlay mattre ss th at is 
three to four inc hes in thick ness 
to provide p ressure relief.  On e 
thick foam  overlay t hat is 
segmented for body support and 
distributes p ressure ev enly is 
the Geo -Matt® (Spa n Am erica, 
Greenville, SC).  An air mattress 
(called a n al ternating pressure 
pad) can p rovide comfo rt and 
reduce skin  bre akdown by 
minimizing pressure on the body 
when lying in  one p osition for a  
long time.  The u se of pillows 

applied to any part of the  body  
provides furt her supp ort and 
comfort.  A neck or cervica l 
pillow may help ease neck pain. 
 
Because j oint st iffness is  
common in people with l imited 
mobility, stret ching or range-of-
motion exerci ses befo re re tiring 
may help p revent or mi nimize 
joint pain during the  night.  
Stretching e xercises ma y also 
help alleviate  muscle cra mping.  
People with  we ak extre mities, 
however, need careful handling.  
Pulling o n li mbs to o fo rcefully 
can dislocate joints.  Unresolved 
pain warrants an evaluation by a 
physician who may recommend 
physical therapy for unmanaged 
pain. 
 
Wakefulness at night may also  
be a sign of respiratory m uscle 
impairment, cau sing hypovent-
ilation or a reduced rate  and  
depth of b reathing.  Si nce a 
weak dia phram m uscle 
decreases th e ability to i nhale 
fully, it ma y be diffic ult to 
breathe while lying flat. 
Elevation of the head and upper 
body may possibly relieve pres-
sure on th e diaph ram and 
promote lun g expan sion whe n 
sleeping. 
 
Sometimes it is more 
comfortable to sleep  in an  
upright positi on.  People  who  
have disrupted sleep should see 
a pulmon ary physicia n for 
evaluation of their respiratory  
status and d iscuss the o ptions 
for treatment.  Successful use of 
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nasal ventilation (u se of a small 
portable machin e that 
administers positive pressure air 
through the nose via a nasal 
mask) alle viates respiratory 
symptoms and maintains 
breathing, d espite respiratory 
insufficien-cy.  Use of nasal  
ventilation al so mi nimizes the  
fear of going to sleep. 
 
People with impaired swallowing 
reflexes may wa ke up  
periodically in the night choki ng 
on saliva o r excessive oral 
secretions.  This can  be 
annoying, especi ally for those  
with a weak cough and who are  
unable to cl ear thei r ai rways.  
Sleeping with the head elevated 
or lying on one side may reduce 
the amou nt of se cretions 
moving to  the coug h reflex 
center.  Some pe ople may  
benefit from the use of a suction 
pump or a cough machine, such 
as the Eme rson Co ugh-Assist 
(J. H. Emerson Co., Cambridge, 
MA) to clea r se cret-ions from 
the airway. 
 
In addition,  some indi viduals 
obtain relie f from effective 
manual a ssisted coughing 
techniques.  Th e prope r 
techniques for clea ring the 
airway can  be taught by a 
registered n urse or respiratory 
care p ractitioner, as ordered by  
the physi cian.  A little sip of  

carbonated b everage may  help 
break up thick mucus and clear 
the throat. 
 
Before going to bed:  avoid con-
flict, violent TV p rograms, 
overexertion, beverage s with 
caffeine (caf feine's stimulative 
effect peaks three to fo ur hours 
after ing ested), sm oking, and  
heavy meal s.  A full stomach  
may put pressure o n the 
diaphram, th e pri nciple muscle 
for dra wing air into the l ungs, 
and thu s, im pair breathing.  A 
little milk, O valtine, or custard,  
however, may indu ce 
drowsiness. 
 
Some way s to pro mote 
relaxation i nclude: a  slow,  
rhythmic b ack rub o r a light 
massage of t he limbs to soothe 
aching muscles and help reduce 
stress; lis tening to favorit e s oft 
music; p raying, ple asant 
conversation; expressin g love  
and kindness to your mate ; and 
sharing your feelings.  Never go 
to bed with unresolved conflict. 
 
The bed room sho uld be 
conducive to sleep: Cool, dark 
and f ree from extraneous noise 
and di stractions.  A  light 
covering such as a flannel sheet 
is ideal for those who p erspire 
easily o r who have i ntolerance 
to heat.  Use  of a fan circulates 
room air and helps some people 

to breath e more comfortably.  
People with fears of dying 
should n ot be left alo ne an d 
always have a method to signal 
for help. Use of wireless monitor 
or i ntercom system provides a  
means fo r fa mily ca regivers to  
hear their lo ved one s if  they 
leave the  room.  Also, u se of a 
nightlight m ay help minimize  
feelings of abandon ment.  
Following a routine of re tiring 
the sam e time ea ch ev ening 
and redu cing daytime na pping 
help p romote slee ping through  
the nig ht.  Excessive d aytime 
drowsiness, however, may be a  
sign of respi ratory disturbance, 
warranting a pulmona ry 
evaluation. 
 
Despite e mploying v arious 
methods to  i nduce sleep, some 
people conti nue to wake up 
frequently, necessitating  the  
attention by  family ca regivers 
throughout the night. Perha ps 
hiring someone to provid e care 
during the night may allow 
family members to g et the 
adequate rest they need as well.  
A good night's sleep is essential 
for eve ryone to feel  their be st 
the next day and  to maintain 
strength to carry on with the 
challenges of life.  Living in 
harmony everyday, howev er, is 
a vital key for slee ping soundly 
at night.
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