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estimated that 10 to 15 percent of all
Americans suffer from one or more
sleep disorders. Insomnia, which is

generally defined as difficulty initiating
or maintaining sleep, is the most

common disorder, and is considered the
most difficult problem for patients and

physicians to treat. It is also a
significant medical problem because of

its potential to cause distress and to
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disrupt lifestyle, affecting patients' job
performance, and increasing the risk of
other health problems. Approximately

one-third of middle-aged adults
experience insomnia at some point in

their lives. As people age, the
prevalence of insomnia increases. In
fact, 50 percent of adults over age 65

experience trouble falling asleep and/or
staying asleep, and less than 50

percent of older persons feel they are
getting sufficient sleep. During the last
decade, it has become commonplace to

use the term “senior insomnia” as a
replacement for “sleep disorders in the
elderly”. There is more confusion and
frustration than clarity and agreement

on how to define this disorder. The
importance of sleep in the normal well-

being of both infants and adults is
clearly demonstrated by the fact that

insomnia is listed in the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
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(DSM-IV) as a somnolence disorder.
More than 50 percent of all individuals

hospitalized for insomnia (or other sleep
disorders) are 65 years or older.

Although cognitive aging is a
predominant factor that contributes to
the occurrence of sleep disturbances,
lifestyle factors have been strongly

implicated in the occurrence of
insomnia in the elderly. Sleep problems
are associated with the loss of a partner

or spouse (70 percent of widowed
elderly report that sleep has become a

major problem in their lives),
diminished functioning of daily

activities, a decline in social activities
and social isolation (e.g. social phobia

and a sense of loneliness), physical
illnesses and medical problems,

including cardiovascular diseases,
nervous system disorders, and

respiratory diseases. There is significant
overlap between insomnia and
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depressive disorders, and both are
prevalent in the elderly. Approximately
50 percent of older persons report that
their daytime functioning has become

considerably impaired due to sleep
disturbances. It is estimated that 10 to
15 percent of all Americans suffer from

one or more sleep disorders.
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