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Abstract: In the aged, sleep may be a vulnerable period for death
from cardiovascular causes. Because of its high prevalence in the
elderly, sleep apnea has been suggested to be one mechanism
contributing to such sleep-related mortality. In this study, a cohort
of 198 non-institutionalized elderly individuals (X age at entry = 66)
were followed for periods up to 12 years after initial poly-
somnography. The mortality ratio for sleep apnea (defined as a

Respiratory Disturbance Index of over 10 events per sleep hour) was
estimated to be 2.7 (95% CI = .95, 7.47). Multiple regression with the
Cox proportional hazards model suggested that cardiovascular death
was most clearly associated with age in this cohort. These results
raise the possibility that ‘‘natural’’ death during sleep in the elderly
may be associated with specific pathophysiological events during
sleep. (Am J Public Health 1988; 78:544-547.)

Introduction

In the aged, sleep may be a vulnerable period for
cardiovascular death, myocardial infarct, and stroke.!"> Why
such a behaviorally quiescent state increases vulnerability is
unknown, and why older persons are particularly susceptible
is also unclear. In common parlance, ‘‘natural death during
sleep’’ occurs frequently for the geriatric population, but the
pathophysiological basis for the phenomenon is poorly un-
derstood.

One possible mechanism accounting for mortality during
sleep is impaired respiration during sleep. Such impaired
respiration, also called sleep apnea, is highly prevalent in
aged populations,*? increases over time !© and has been
associated with sudden death, cardiac arrhythmias, cyclic
brady/tachycardia and hypertension in younger clinic pa-
tients.!!~16 In addition, snoring, a common symptom of sleep
apnea, has been linked to hylpertension, angina, and cerebral
infarct in several studies,'”?! The apparently high prevalence
of sleep apnea in the elderly population (up to 24 per cent in
some studies),’ though a matter of considerable debate,2>2
at least raises the question of an association with mortality.

In this study, we report a cohort of elderly individuals
who were originally evaluated for sleep apnea and then
followed prospectively. We ascertained survivorship or ob-
tained death certification for nearly the entire cohort.

Methods

A cohort of 198 aged (X = 66.6 years, SD = 8.2) research
subjects was studied polysomnographically for sleep apnea®
between 1974 and 1983. A cross-sectional study of these
individuals has been reported elsewhere.?’ Subjects were
recruited originally from advertisements in senior centers,
churches, bulletin boards in university buildings, and local
circulation newspapers in Palo Alto, California. All gave
informed consent before their participation. The subjects
comprised 69 men and 129 women. The health status of the
subjects varied widely but all were non-institutionalized,
fully ambulatory, reported subjectively good health, had no
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history of cancer, and were free from acute illness at time of
initial study.

Subjects were studied for one night of sleep in the
laboratory with conventional polysomnographic tech-
niques.?6 All showed at least 180 minutes of electro-
encephalographically defined sleep. Impaired respiration in
sleep was defined by episodes of apnea and hypopnea of at
least 10 seconds in duration. We divided the total number of
apneas and hypopneas by the total sleep time for the night to
yield a Respiratory Disturbance Index (RDI). Previous stud-
ies in our laboratory have shown reliability for this measure
from night to night and across readers.?%?°

Follow-up occurred November 1986, and follow-up
status was ascertained in 196 of the 198 individuals. The
remaining two subjects emigrated from the United States (to
Australia and to the Philippines) and we were unable to locate
addresses or next of kin for these cases, nor were they
matched in the National Death Index. Of the 196 remaining
individuals, there were 20 deaths from non-traumatic causes,
one death from medication overdose, and 175 surviving
individuals. Death certificates were obtained for all deceased
cases. Direct phone or mail contact was established from 172
of the 175 survivors. In the remaining three cases, proxies
(son, wife of nephew, social security office) were used.

In order to obtain traditional mortality ratios, we dichot-
omized the cohort by age (> 65) and Body Mass Index (BMI)
(> 35, median). Sleep apnea was dichotomized by RDI levels
so that those with an RDI of greater than or equal to 10 were
compared to those with an RDI level of less than 10. Although
considerable controversy exists over the definition of a
pathological criterion for sleep apnea,??-2527 this cut-off has
been adopted elsewhere.3*3! Distributions of age, BMI, and
RDI are presented in Figure 1.

We also computed a multiple regression with the Cox
proportional hazards model®? predicting those cases dying
from cardiovascular causes. We employed the hazards model
because of unequal follow up intervals. In the regression,
age, BMI and RDI were used as continuous variables.

Results

Mortality risk ratios and 95 per cent confidence intervals
(CI) are shown in Table 1. Mortality rates for the high and low
RDI groups over the period of study were 222.2 and 83.3 per
1,000 person years, respectively. Mortality rates for the first
36 months of the study were 74.1 and 47.6 per 1,000 person
years for the high and low RDI groups, respectively.

We categorized deaths into categories of high (N = 8)
and low (N = 12) probability of cardiovascular disease
(CVD). High probability CVD deaths included cerebro-
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FIGURE 1—Frequency Histograms of Age, Body Mass Index (BMI)
and Respiratory Disturbance Index (RDI) in Cohort of 198 Aged
Individuals

vascular accident, myocardial infarct, brainstem infarct,
congestive heart failure, and pulmonary embolism. Low
probability CVD deaths included all cancer-related deaths
and pneumonia. Four of the eight high-CVD deaths occurred
between midnight and 6:00 am, whereas two of 11 low-CVD
deaths (one time of death was missing) occurred in this time
block.

Table 2 shows the results of the Cox proportional

TABLE 1—Univariate Mortality Ratios

Predictor Mortality Ratios 95% CI

Age 16.18 3.56~73.56
Sex 1.91 .73- 5.03
RDI 2,67 95— 7.47
BMI 1.30 71- 2.38
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TABLE 2—Cox Regression Analysis Predicting Probable Cardiovascular
Death

Standardized
Predictor Beta Beta 95% ClI
Age 2.20 A2 .01- .23
Sex 1.90 1.65 —.05-3.34
RDI .63 .02 —.04- .08
BMI A7 .02 -17- .20

hazards model. Noncardiovascular deaths were censored at
time of death. All coefficients were positive predictors of
cardiovascular mortality with an overall log likelihood of
—28.07 (chi? = 18.06, p <.002). In this multivariate model,
age was a major confounding variable in showing associations
between cardiovascular mortality and sleep apnea.

Discussion

These findings are the first report of an aged cohort
studied for sleep apnea followed over time. Although sleep
apnea was related marginally to mortality in an odds ratio, the
covariation between age and sleep apnea proved too large for
the effect to be sustained in the more rigorous Cox propor-
tional hazards model. Whether sleep apnea may still emerge
as an age-independent mortality risk as a larger proportion of
the cohort dies remains open. The tendency for high proba-
bility cardiovascular deaths to cluster in the sleep period is
certainly suggestive. Obviously, the small number of deaths
here and the imprecision of death certificate information,>*-3¢
make these observations highly speculative at this point.

One possible basis for the ambiguous association be-
tween sleep apnea and mortality in these data may involve
the representativeness of our cohort. The well-designed,
prospective San Diego study*® used much more repre-
sentative demographic sampling of the over-65 population
and will generate valuable mortality data in the future. By
comparison, a large proportion of our subjects reside in the
Palo Alto area which is a prosperous, upper-middle class
suburb; none of our subjects, for example, were Black. At
this point, there is no evidence that socioeconomic status or
ethnicity per se are associated specifically with sleep apnea,
but that possibility must always be considered.

A number of other considerations arise in the interpre-
tation of our results. It may well be that sleep apnea could
contribute to cardiovascular disease as a risk factor without
itself being associated with mortality. For example, four
separate studies link sleep apnea with systemic hyperten-
sion,’>-16 and four other studies link snoring with systemic
hypertension.!”-?® Regardless of the mechanism underlying
such a relationship (e.g., increased sympathetic tone leading
to vasoconstriction), sleep apnea could be unassociated with
mortality except for those cases where hypertension also
occurs. In our study we usually collected blood pressure
data, but the measurements were not sufficiently standard-
ized (by time of day and by supine versus sitting position) to
make their inclusion meaningful.

On the other hand, mortality may be the ‘‘right”
endpoint (as opposed to hypertension, for example), but just
not for this age group. That is, mortality related to sleep
apnea may be easier to see when there is less total mortality.
In a clinical report of 11 sleep apnea cases who later died,
mean age at time of death was 58,!! which is nearly 20 years
younger than the mean age of death in our cases. Although
sleep apnea is prevalent in old age, so is all-cause mortality.
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Essentially, this is a signal-to-noise problem. As a corollary
to this possibility, cohort studies of sleep apnea at younger
ages would probably require much larger sample sizes to see
any relationship with mortality at all.

One additional possibility we have not considered is that
the temporal distribution of cardiovascular morbidity and
mortality'=-37-38 may be related to pathophysiological mech-
anisms other than sleep apnea. A recent report, for example,
suggested that the transition from prolonged supine position
overnight to upright activity was associated with platelet
aggregability.>® These data fit well with reports that sudden
cardiac deaths and myocardial infarcts peaked at 9:00 am,37-8
which clearly is outside of the sleep period. Despite these
peaks at 9:00 am, at least several other studies have placed
peak time of death from ischemic heart disease and stroke
between 6:00 am and 8:00 am,'-2 and the largest compilation
of time of death data (39,842 cases) placed the peak at 7:12
am.? These times are ambiguous insofar as sleep is con-
cerned, because individuals may get up out of bed anytime
during this period. The imprecision of time of death on death
certificates only adds to the interpretive difficulty. Clearly, a
discrepancy of an hour or two has an enormous impact upon
the interpretation of these data. It must be recalled that most
REM (rapid eye movement) sleep clusters immediately prior
to morning awakening,’ and that REM sleep is the stage of
sleep most closely associated with prolonged apneas, oxygen
desaturation, and autonomic liability.*'** Given these facts,
the possibility of sleep-specific pathophysiology must con-
tinue to be entertained.

Whether sleep apnea can be considered as an indepen-
dent risk factor for mortality in any population may depend
ultimately upon the results of randomized trials with groups
treated and untreated for this condition. The advent of
continuous positive airway pressure (CPAP)*>% and upper
airway/maxillo-facial surgeries*’*® represent viable possibil-
ities for such studies. With tens of thousands of patients each
year undergoing such treatments,* such trials would appear
now to be essential.
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NIH Consensus Development Conference:
Perioperative Red Cell Transfusion

Some 70 per cent of red cell transfusions are given to support surgery. A better understanding of
the immediate and long-term risks of blood transfusions has lead to a reevaluation of the need and
benefits of this process. To examine the ramifications of red cell transfusions, the National Heart, Lung,
and Blood Institute and the Office of Medical Applications of Research, National Institutes of Health
(NIH), are planning a Consensus Development Conference of Perioperative Red Cell Transfusion to be

held June 27-29, 1988.

The purpose of the conference is to reach agreement on Perioperative Red Cell Transfusion. Key

questions to be addressed are:

® What should the current criteria be for perioperative red cell transfusions?
® What are the risks of red cell transfusion—both immediate and long-term?
® What is the morbidity of anemia in the perioperative period?

® What are the alternatives to red cell transfusion?
©® What are the directions for future research?

The conference will bring together specialists in surgery, anesthesiology, transfusion medicine,
hematology, respiratory physiology, virology, immunology, nursing, and other relevant fields.

For further information, or to register for the conference, contact: Andrea Manning, Prospect
Associates, Suite 500, 1801 Rockville Pike, Rockville, MD 20852. Tel: (301) 468-MEET, between 8:30am

and 5:00pm EST.
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