
 

 

Sleep Apnea 

Sleep apnea affects one out of 15 people and is defined as a condition 

that causes an individual to experience pauses in breathing for 10 

seconds or more while sleeping.  Apnea is from the Greek word 

meaning “want of breath”.   Sleep apnea can be life threatening and you can have more than 30 pauses 

in breathing per night.  Recent studies have identified sleep apnea as a risk factor for high blood 

pressure, irregular heartbeat, diabetes, heart attack or stroke.     

There are three different types of sleep apnea: obstructive, central and mixed.  

Obstructive is the most common form and is caused by an actual obstruction of the airway.  This can be 

a result of a large neck from being overweight, enlarged tongue or tonsils, throat or tongue muscles 

relax that more than normal or an unusually narrow throat.  Also, aging can cause the airway passage to 

narrow or collapse as a result of the decreasing ability of the brain signals to keep the throat muscles 

stiff while sleeping.  

Central sleep apnea results when the brain fails to send the appropriate signals to the muscles that 

control breathing.  This form of sleep apnea is rare in healthy people, usually occurring in people who 

are seriously ill, particularly with injuries to the brain stem, which controls breathing. 

And finally, the third form of sleep apnea is called mixed breathing.  This type of apnea is a form of both 

obstructive and central apnea.  

During the sleep cycle in a person with sleep apnea, the brain detects the absence of breath by sensing a 

drop in oxygen and a rise in carbon dioxide levels.  The brain then awakens the individual so that normal 

breathing can be quickly resumed, and the person then falls back asleep.  Most of the time the 

individual does not even realize the awakening has occurred.  But because these sleep interruptions can 

occur many times each night—100 or more per hour—the result is a night of disturbed sleep which 

usually leads to daytime sleepiness and other problems.  These frequent interruptions in sleep cause the 

body to release stress hormones that put the individual at risk for heart disease, high blood pressure, 

irregular heartbeats and stroke.  Untreated sleep apnea can change how the body utilizes energy putting 

the individual at risk for obesity or diabetes.  

While it’s true that loud snoring is a common symptom of sleep apnea, it’s loud snoring with periods of 

silence that together indicate an absence of breathing.  Many people with sleep apnea also experience 

episodes of snorting or gasping during sleep that follow the periods of silence.  The snorting or gasping is 

a result of the brain telling the individual to breath.   



Sleep apnea can occur in the absence of snoring as well and not all people who snore have sleep apnea.  

However, nearly all people with sleep apnea will suffer from daytime sleepiness.  Other symptoms of 

sleep apnea can include a dry mouth or sore throat, morning headaches, memory or learning difficulties, 

trouble concentrating, irritability, feeling depressed or having mood swings or personality changes, and 

urination at night.  

Sleep apnea is more common in men than in women (4% of middle-aged men compared 2% of middle-

aged women).  Moderate to severe sleep apnea triples the stroke risk in men.  Women are more likely 

to develop sleep apnea after menopause.   More than half of the people who have sleep apnea are 

overweight.  People who use excessive amounts of alcohol or sleeping pills, who smoke, have a neck 

measurement of greater than 17” in males and 16” in females, and is much more common as we get 

older.   African Americans, Hispanics, and Pacific Islanders are the most likely to develop the condition 

and Individuals who smoke or have high blood pressure are also at risk of having sleep apnea.  

Sleep apnea can be diagnosed by a medical professional based on medical and family history, a physical 

exam, and results from sleep studies.  When diagnosed, the goal of treatment is to restore regular 

breathing during sleep to help relieve the symptoms associated with sleep apnea.  Treatment generally 

includes lifestyle changes, the use of breathing devices and/or mouthpieces and, in some cases, surgery 

is necessary.  

Talk to your health care provider if you are a loud and/or regular snorer (or your bed partner has told 

you that you snore), if you have ever been observed to gasp or stop breathing during sleep, if you feel 

tired or groggy or have a headache upon waking up, are often tired, fatigued during the daytime, fall 

asleep while sitting, reading, watching TV or driving, or you have problems with memory or 

concentration.   

While Sleep Apnea is the most common type of sleep disorder, there are several other sleep disorders 

individuals may experience.  If you have symptoms of insomnia, restless legs while sleeping, night 

terrors or sleep walking please visit with a health care provider to discuss your symptoms and options.  

For more information on Sleep Apnea please contact the American Sleep Apnea Association at 

https://www.sleepapnea.org/ or 888-293-3650. 

https://www.sleepfoundation.org/sleep-apnea  

Adapted from the National Institutes of Health. October 2019.  

https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health-topics/sleep-apnea 
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