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Abstract
The outbreak of COVID-19 among humans in Brazil and its spread around the world is strongly impacting mental health. 
Health problems such as anxiety, depression, insomnia and fear were the most related. High levels of stress during the 
day can impair quality and time of sleep. The purpose of this article was to update, through a bibliographic search, the 
effects of the pandemic on sleep disorders, with insomnia being the most related. A systematic search had been carried out 
in the main databases: Lilacs, Bireme and PubMed. The languages used in the search were Portuguese and English, from 
articles published this year. Using the following keywords: Sleep quality, COVID-19, Insomnia, Cognitive behavioral 
therapy. The concern about financial and political uncertainties, feelings of impotence and fear of self-contamination 
and of family members are factors that corroborate with the worsening of the sleep quality of the population and health 
professionals’ working on the front lines of the fight against the pandemic, leading to increased cases of insomnia. 
Behavioral Cognitive Therapy, hypnotherapy and social interaction mediated by Web conferencing tools are the best 
ways to treat these symptoms at the moment. Even so, the brazilian literature on the subject is extremely scarce, making 
it an extremely relevant subject for future research. 
Keywords: Insomnia, COVID, pandemics.
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Introduction

The outbreak of COVID-19 coronavirus among 
humans in Brazil and its spreading around the globe 
is heavily impacting on the health mental1. Health 
problems such as anxiety, depressive, insomnia and fear 
was the most related. Increased levels of stress during 
the day, can disrupt sleep quality and time2. In addition, 
sleep disturbances can have direct consequences upon 
next day emotional functioning3. 

Insomnia, is the most prevalent sleep disorder 
worldwide, and confer risks for both physical and 
mental health. Furthermore, insomnia is associated with 
considerable direct and indirect healthcare costs3. Current 
treatment approaches are related to cognitive behavioral 
therapy and hypnosis. Obviously, drug treatment is one 
of the pillars for resolving insomnia problems, whether 
or not it is associated with the approaches mentioned 
above. 

Our group suggest some options: cognitive 
behavioral therapy; exercise programs and social 
interaction through computer programs and conference 
calls. In a study conducted by Zhang et al4, composed 
of a total of 1,563 participants, five hundred and sixty-

four (36.1%) had insomnia, according to the Insomnia 
Severity Index (ISI). Such results were related to the 
level of education, home-office, concerns and fear of 
infection, feelings of worthlessness, lack of psychological 
support and drastic information from social media. In 
conclusion, subsyndromal mental health problems, 
such as insomnia problems, are a common response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Roth et al⁵,⁹ compared patients with sleep 
disorders to people with normal sleep patterns and the 
results suggested a relation between sleep disorders and 
poor health, less energy and worse cognitive functioning. 
Decreased quality⁶,⁹ and productivity⁷,⁹ are frequent 
occupational losses in these individuals. Cognitive 
deficits caused by sleep disorders such as inattention, low 
concentration and memory failures, can also aggravate 
difficulties in dealing with stressful situations, making 
decisions and solving problems⁸,⁹

An online survey of 3,637 participants from 31 
provinces in Mainland, China, not infected with SARS-
CoV-2, pointed to a significant increase in new cases 
of insomnia (13.6%) and worsening of pre-existing 
conditions (12.5%). The study shows that worsening 
insomnia during the pandemic is more associated with 
women (OR = 1.52), presence of mental illness (OR 



R
ev

is
ta

 d
e 

Sa
úd

e.
 2

02
0 

Ja
n.

/J
un

.; 
11

 (1
): 

84
-8

6

Orsini et al., 2020.

85

= 1.63), stress symptoms (OR = 1.40), and increased 
anxiety severity (OR = 1.15) and depression (OR = 
1.28). In summary, it concludes that individuals free 
of infection by COVID-19 have shown a high rate 
of insomnia that may be related to the worsening of 
anxiety and depression due to fear of contagion and the 
increasing number of cases, to economic uncertainties, 
social distance and change in daily routine. The authors 
foment the idea that, beyond focusing on fighting 
and preventing infection, psychological and sleep 
changes should be addressed in the initial phase of the 
outbreak.10

A study carried out in China with 120 medical 
teams, 60 from a hospital assigned to the front line to 
combat COVID-19, and 60 to an unassigned hospital, 
showed through the Pittsburg Sleep Quality Index 
(PSQI) an average of 16.97 + - (poor sleep quality). It 
was also observed that of the medical team on the front 
line, 61.67% had medium insomnia and 26.67% had 
severe insomnia. The researchers in this article suggest 
ways to improve the quality of sleep and mental health of 
these professionals by strengthening the psychological 
counseling of frontline teams, intervention with 
exercises and improving management and emergency 
measures.¹¹

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is a modality 
of psychotherapy that is based on the interpretation of 
situations that determine how the individual behaves and 
feels.¹² Instructions for stimulus control, sleep restriction, 
relaxation strategies and cognitive restructuring are 
components of CBT that can be used to treat insomnia.¹² 
Studies show that this therapy is more favorable in sleep 
efficiency than pharmaceutical intervention, as well as 
presenting more favorable results than the Waiting List 
(WL) in terms of sleep quality, daytime performance, 
concentration, productivity, ability to stay awake and 
mood ¹²,¹³, reduce subjective symptoms of insomnia¹², 

1⁴,¹⁵ and improve quality of life ¹²,¹⁵. It is important to 
note that, like other therapies for insomnia, CBT also 
has a relapse rate. In addition, Cognitive Behavioral 
Therapy can be done through digital information 
and communication technologies, being an excellent 
alternative in the context of social isolation.

A study carried out with university students 
emphasized that 60% of all those involved suffered from 
poor sleep quality and 7.7% of these met the criteria 
for insomnia disorders. It was possible to infer that 
cognitive-behavioral therapy stood out as the treatment 
with the best results in terms of improving sleep quality 
with hypnotherapy, exclusive attention and relaxation 
techniques, favoring mental health in a secondary way. 
Sessions of self-hypnosis, trance, and imagination 
strategies set the hypnotherapeutic components. 14,15

The concern with financial and political 
uncertainties, the feeling of impotence and fear of 
self-contamination and of their families are factors 

that corroborate to the worsening of the quality of 
sleep of the population and of the health professionals 
working at the front combating the pandemic, leading 
to an increase in insomnia cases. CBT, hypnotherapy 
and social interaction mediated by web conferencing 
tools are ways to combat these symptoms during the 
pandemic. Even so, the Brazilian literature on the 
subject is extremely scarce, making it an extremely 
relevant subject for future research.
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