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Alpha-1 adrenergic antagonists use increases the risk of sleep apnea:
implications for understanding the role of prazosin in posttraumatic
stress syndrome
Comment on Su P-L, et al. Alpha-1 adrenergic-antagonist use increases the risk of sleep apnea: a nationwide population-based
cohort study. J Clin Sleep Med. 2019;15(11):1561–1579.
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I was intrigued by the recent report from Su et al1 that use of
α1-adrenergic antagonists increases the risk of developing sleep
apnea. Their study was an observational study of a large pop-
ulation, not a clinical trial. Still, their finding raises an inter-
esting explanation for why prazosin is reported to be helpful
in some but not all patients with posttraumatic stress disor-
der (PTSD). Prazosin is an α1-adrenergic antagonist and has
been proposed as a treatment of PTSD symptoms, especially
PTSD nightmares.2

Prazosin studies have variously shown a beneficial effect in
PTSD in active duty soldiers,3 no benefit/worsening of PTSD
inmilitary veterans,4 orworsening of PTSD in one small sample
of mostly nonmilitary patients with PTSD.5 Other investigators
have raised the possibility of high rates of sleep apnea in PTSD
patients, but none of the aforementioned prazosin studies
assessed for sleep apnea.6 Although the report of Su et al is not
the last word on the topic of α-antagonists and sleep apnea, for
now their findings raise the possibility that prazosin induces
or worsens sleep apnea in some patients with PTSD or night-
mares, contributing to the heterogeneity of clinical trial results
of prazosin for PTSD and nightmares. Future clinical trials
of prazosin or other α1-adrenergic blockers for PTSD and
nightmares may need to test for obstructive sleep apnea at
baseline and during treatment.
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