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Sleep Apnea & Cognitive Problems: 
A Guide for Patients & Families 

Sleep apnea is a sleep disorder in which breathing repeatedly stops and starts during sleep. The most common 
type is obstructive sleep apnea (OSA), caused by blockage of the airway during sleep. When breathing pauses 
occur, the brain and body receive less oxygen and sleep becomes fragmented. Over time, untreated sleep 
apnea can contribute to problems with memory, attention, mood, and overall cognitive function. 

Signs & Symptoms to Watch For 

Common Cognitive Symptoms 
• Difficulty concentrating or staying focused 
• Memory problems, especially with recent 
information 
• Slowed thinking or mental fatigue 
• Difficulty making decisions 
• Trouble staying mentally alert during the day 

Behavioral & Emotional Changes 
• Irritability or mood changes 
• Increased anxiety or depression 
• Reduced motivation or energy 
• Difficulty maintaining attention during 
conversations 
• Increased daytime sleepiness 

Sleep & Physical Symptoms 
• Loud snoring 
• Pauses in breathing during sleep 
• Gasping or choking during sleep 
• Morning headaches 
• Waking up feeling unrefreshed 
• Excessive daytime sleepiness 

Typical Presentation & Progression 

Early Stage 
• Loud snoring and poor sleep quality 
• Mild daytime fatigue 
• Occasional difficulty concentrating 
• Morning headaches or dry mouth 

Middle Stage 
• Increasing daytime sleepiness 
• Noticeable memory and attention problems 
• Mood changes such as irritability or depression 
• Difficulty performing complex tasks 

Late Stage 
• Significant cognitive impairment due to chronic 
sleep disruption 
• Severe daytime fatigue and difficulty staying 
awake 
• Increased risk of cardiovascular disease, stroke, 
and accidents 
• Reduced overall quality of life 

Treatments for Sleep Apnea 

Primary Treatments 
• Continuous Positive Airway Pressure (CPAP) 
therapy 
• Weight management when appropriate 
• Positional therapy to reduce airway obstruction 
• Oral appliances designed to keep the airway open 
• In some cases, surgical treatments may be 
considered 

Benefits of Treatment 
• Improved sleep quality 
• Better memory, attention, and cognitive function 
• Improved mood and energy levels 
• Reduced risk of heart disease and stroke 
• Improved overall daytime functioning 
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Diagnostic Tests Your Healthcare Team May Use 

Clinical Evaluation 
• Review of sleep history and symptoms 
• Evaluation of snoring, daytime sleepiness, and breathing pauses during sleep 
• Screening tools such as the Epworth Sleepiness Scale 

Sleep Testing 
• Overnight sleep study (polysomnography) performed in a sleep laboratory 
• Home sleep apnea testing in selected patients 
• Monitoring breathing, oxygen levels, heart rate, and sleep patterns 

Imaging Studies 
• Imaging studies are usually not required but may be used if another neurological condition is suspected. 

Planning for the Future 

Healthcare Planning 
• Maintain regular follow-up with healthcare providers 
• Use CPAP or prescribed therapy consistently 
• Address other medical conditions such as hypertension or obesity 
• Encourage healthy sleep routines and regular physical activity 

Legal & Financial Planning 
• Ensure healthcare directives and power of attorney documents are updated 
• Plan for assistance if daytime fatigue affects safety or daily functioning 

Support for Caregivers 
• Encourage consistent use of prescribed sleep treatments 
• Help monitor sleep quality and daytime alertness 
• Support healthy routines including regular sleep schedules 
• Seek medical evaluation if cognitive symptoms worsen 

National Organizations & Resources 
✔ American Academy of Sleep Medicine 
艒 sleepeducation.org 
 
✔ National Sleep Foundation 
艒 sleepfoundation.org 
 
✔ National Institute on Aging (NIA) 
긒긓 800-438-4380 | 艒 nia.nih.gov 
 
✔ Eldercare Locator 
긒긓 1-800-677-1116 | 艒 eldercare.acl.gov 

Final Notes 
• Sleep apnea is common and often underdiagnosed in older adults. 
• Effective treatment can significantly improve sleep quality, cognition, and overall health. 
• Early diagnosis and consistent treatment can prevent long-term complications. 


