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Abstract: Obstructive sleep apnea is a condition that affects sleep quality and increases the risk for heart attack and stroke. Treatment of sleep apnea 

improves sleep and decreases that risk. This brochure discusses sleep apnea, its health risks, and treatment options and benefits. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the 

Primary Care Clerkship at the University of Minnesota Medical 

School as part of the course project. The aim of the project is 

to present information on a medical topic in the format of a 

patient education handout. It does not necessarily reflect the 

views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians 

and faculty. These materials are provided for informational 

purposes only and are in no way intended to take the place of the 

advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider. 

The information provided may no longer be up to date since it has 

not been reviewed since the date of creation. The information 

provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 

disease, or as a means of determining treatment. In the event of 

a medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 
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Defining sleep apnea, its 
associated health risks, 

and treatment options 

Treating your obstructive sleep 

apnea may improve the 

restfulness of your sleep, increase 

your ability to stay awake during 

the daytime, and also reduce your 

risk of heart attack and stroke. 
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How more restful 
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What is Obstructive 

Sleep Apnea? 

Sleep apnea is a medical condition 

in which a person stops breathing 

many times during the night while 

they sleep. While people can have 

some apnea normally during sleep, 

sleep apnea is when more than 5 

of these spells occur per hour at 

night.  

Obstructive sleep apnea means 

that the airways collapse or are 

blocked occasionally during sleep. 

There are many causes for this 

type of sleep apnea, including 

increased relaxation of your throat 

or tongue, small airways, allergies, 

obesity, enlarged tongue or tonsils, 

or aging. 

What is Obstructive Sleep Apnea? What are related health risks and treatment options? 

Your doctor will use your history, 

physical exam, and a sleep study to 

diagnose you with sleep apnea. 

Sleep Apnea Health Risks 

When you stop breathing for those 

brief periods, your lungs stop putting 

oxygen into your blood. This triggers 

your brain to disturb your sleep and 

open the airways. The low oxygen in 

your blood and the reduced sleep 

quality triggers stress hormones to 

be released, which increase your 

heart rate and increase your risk for 

high blood pressure, heart attack, 

stroke, and irregular heart beats.  

Also, when the stress hormones are 

increased for a long period of time, it 

can change the way your body uses 

energy, increasing your risk for 

diabetes and obesity.   

Treatment Options 

There are multiple treatments for 

sleep apnea, including lifestyle 

changes, dental devices, breathing 

machines, and surgery. The most 

common is a CPAP, or continuous 

positive airway pressure, machine. 

This positive pressure helps your 

airways to stay open better and 

decreases apnea. Treatment with 

CPAP results in more restful sleep 

and less daytime sleepiness. It also 

decreases your risk of heart attack 

or stroke by 30%, even with mild-

moderate sleep apnea. 

Only your doctor can tell you what 

sleep apnea treatment is right for 

you.  
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graphic. 

Talk to your doctor if you  snore loudly, 
have ever been told that you stop 
breathing during sleep, or if you are 
extremely tired during the day and fall 
asleep quickly when you are less active, 
like when you are working or diving. 

 

More Resources: 

National Heart Lung and Blood 

Institute 

http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/d

ci/Diseases/SleepApnea/SleepA

pnea_All.html 

MedicineNet: Sleep Apnea 

http://www.medicinenet.com/slee

p_apnea/article.htm. 


