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DESCRIPTION
Narcolepsy is a rare but serious neurological disorder that affects 
an individual’s ability to regulate sleep-wake cycles properly. 
Those living with narcolepsy often experience overwhelming, 
uncontrollable episodes of Excessive Daytime Sleepiness (EDS), 
which can lead to sleep attacks during regular daily activities 
such as driving, eating, or working. While it may seem like a 
condition that simply causes someone to fall asleep at 
inopportune moments, narcolepsy has a complex set of 
symptoms and challenges that go beyond just feeling tired. It can 
significantly affect a person’s quality of life, and it is crucial to 
understand its causes, symptoms, and treatments to better 
manage the disorder.

Types of narcolepsy

Narcolepsy is primarily classified into two types:

Narcolepsy type 1 (with cataplexy): This is the most severe form 
of narcolepsy. It involves excessive daytime sleepiness along with 
cataplexy, a sudden and brief loss of muscle control or weakness, 
usually triggered by strong emotions such as laughter, surprise, 
or anger. In some cases, cataplexy can cause complete paralysis of 
certain muscle groups, making it difficult or impossible for the 
individual to move, though they remain conscious.

Narcolepsy type 2 (without cataplexy): In this type, individuals 
experience the same extreme daytime sleepiness, but they do not 
suffer from cataplexy. While the symptoms may be less severe, 
this form of narcolepsy still significantly impacts the individual’s 
ability to function throughout the day.

Symptoms of narcolepsy

The symptoms of narcolepsy can vary from person to person, but 
the most common symptoms include:

Excessive Daytime Sleepiness (EDS): This is the symbol of 
narcolepsy. People with EDS often feel overwhelmingly sleepy 
throughout the day, regardless of how much sleep they had the 

night before. These episodes can be so severe that the person may 
fall asleep suddenly while performing routine activities like talking 
or eating.

Cataplexy: Sudden muscle weakness or paralysis triggered by 
strong emotions is a defining feature of narcolepsy type 1. 
Cataplexy can range from a slight drooping of the eyelids to a 
complete collapse of the body. Episodes typically last a few 
seconds to a couple of minutes.

Sleep paralysis: This occurs when a person temporarily cannot 
move or speak while falling asleep or waking up. Sleep paralysis 
is often associated with vivid, terrifying hallucinations, which 
can make it even more distressing.

Automatic behaviors: During a sleep attack, individuals may 
perform tasks automatically (e.g., walking or talking) without 
fully being aware of their actions. After waking from these 
episodes, they may not remember performing these tasks.

Causes of narcolepsy

The exact cause of narcolepsy is not fully understood, but 
researchers believe it is likely a combination of genetic and 
environmental factors:

Genetic factors: Narcolepsy has a hereditary component, though 
not everyone with a family history of the disorder will develop it. 
The presence of a specific genetic marker called HLA-DQB1 
increases the risk of narcolepsy, but genetic predisposition alone 
does not guarantee that someone will develop the disorder.

Autoimmune response: In many cases of narcolepsy, particularly 
type 1, there is evidence of an autoimmune response. The body’s 
immune system mistakenly attacks and destroys the brain cells 
that produce hypocretin (also known as orexin), a 
neurotransmitter essential for regulating wakefulness and sleep. 
The lack of hypocretin leads to the dysregulation of sleep cycles 
and contributes to symptoms like excessive daytime sleepiness.

Environmental triggers: Certain environmental factors, such as 
viral infections, may trigger the onset of narcolepsy in genetically 
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Blood tests: In some cases, a blood test may be used to check for
the presence of hypocretin or other markers that could suggest
narcolepsy.

CONCLUSION
Though narcolepsy is a chronic condition, with proper
treatment and lifestyle adjustments, individuals can lead
fulfilling lives. Education and awareness about the disorder are
crucial in reducing stigma and ensuring that those with
narcolepsy have access to the care and support they need.
Understanding that narcolepsy is not simply about being tired,
but rather a complex neurological condition, is key to improving
the lives of those affected by it with ongoing research and
advancements in treatment options, individuals with narcolepsy
can expect better outcomes and an improved quality of life, even
in the face of this challenging disorder.
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predisposed individuals. Research suggests that infections like 
the flu or streptococcal throat infections could be linked to the 
onset of narcolepsy in some cases.

Diagnosing narcolepsy

Diagnosing narcolepsy can be challenging because its symptoms 
overlap with other conditions like sleep apnea, depression, or 
other sleep disorders. However, there are several diagnostic tests 
that can help confirm the presence of narcolepsy:

Polysomnography (PSG): This overnight sleep study measures 
brain activity, eye movement, muscle tone, and heart rate during 
sleep. It can help identify sleep disruptions and abnormalities.

Multiple Sleep Latency Test (MSLT): This test measures how 
quickly a person falls asleep during the day, assessing daytime 
sleepiness. People with narcolepsy typically fall asleep very 
quickly during the test and enter REM sleep faster than usual.
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