Effect of obstructive sleep apnea on microsleeps and cerebral blood flow’
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Lay Summary of Research 

We may doze off when watching television in the evening, attending a seminar after lunch, or, more importantly, while driving when drowsy.  Brief dozing-off events – microsleeps – are associated with the signs of momentary sleep including failure to respond, slow eye-closure, and head nodding.  Obstructive Sleep Apnea (OSA) is a common sleep disorder (22% Māori men, 11.4% non-Māori men, 6.3% Māori women, 3.0% non-Māori women aged 30-59 years).  OSA is characterised by events where breathing stops or becomes very shallow for ~10–60 s during sleep.  These events lead to decreased oxygen levels in the blood and frequent awakenings from sleep.  OSA often leads to excessive daytime sleepiness and, thus, an increased risk of unintentionally falling asleep during the day (i.e., high risk of microsleeps) and, hence, serious accidents when driving.  Currently, people referred to the Sleep Unit at Christchurch Hospital with severe OSA are eligible for hospital-funded treatment via a continuous positive airway pressure (CPAP) device.  However, about 80% of people referred have mild-moderate OSA and usually fall below the threshold for funded treatment.  This research aims to quantify any increased risk of microsleeps or differences in brain blood flow in people with untreated OSA compared to people without OSA.  

