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DESCRIPTION
Hypopnea syndrome is a sleep disorder that often goes 
unnoticed, yet it can have significant consequences on an 
individual’s health. Similar to sleep apnea, hypopnea involves 
partial obstruction of the airway during sleep, leading to shallow 
breathing and a decrease in oxygen levels. Unlike sleep apnea, 
which is characterized by complete airway blockage, hypopnea 
involves less severe airflow reduction but can still disrupt sleep 
and pose serious health risks if left untreated. Recognizing the 
symptoms, understanding the underlying causes, and exploring 
effective treatments can help those affected manage the 
condition and improve their quality of life.

Causes of hypopnea syndrome

Hypopnea syndrome can occur for a variety of reasons, many of 
which overlap with those of Obstructive Sleep Apnea (OSA). 
The primary causes include:

Obstructive airway conditions: The most common cause of 
hypopnea is an obstruction in the airway, which reduces airflow 
during sleep. This can happen due to the relaxation of the 
muscles in the throat, causing a narrowing of the airway. While 
the obstruction is not as complete as in sleep apnea, it still 
results in shallow breathing and reduced oxygen intake.

Obesity: Obesity is one of the leading risk factors for both sleep 
apnea and hypopnea syndrome. Excess fat around the neck and 
throat area can compress the airway, making it more difficult for 
air to pass through. This can increase the likelihood of 
hypopneic events during sleep, especially in individuals who are 
overweight or obese.

Other health conditions: Several other health conditions, such 
as heart disease, high blood pressure, diabetes, and 
neuromuscular disorders, may contribute to the development of 
hypopnea. These conditions can affect the muscles that control 
the airway or lead to fluid retention in the body, both of which 
can exacerbate breathing issues during sleep.

Symptoms of hypopnea syndrome

Unlike the more obvious signs of sleep apnea, such as loud 
snoring and choking or gasping for air during sleep, the 
symptoms of hypopnea syndrome can be more subtle. However, 
over time, the effects of hypopnea become noticeable. Common 
symptoms include:

Excessive daytime sleepiness: Due to frequent arousals during 
the night, individuals with hypopnea syndrome often experience 
fatigue and sleepiness throughout the day. This can impair 
concentration, memory, and alertness.

Frequent waking during the night: Though individuals with 
hypopnea may not fully wake during breathing disruptions, they 
often experience fragmented sleep, which leads to frequent 
awakenings throughout the night.

Health risks associated with hypopnea syndrome

Hypopnea syndrome can have several serious health 
consequences. The most concerning is its effect on cardiovascular 
health. The intermittent drops in oxygen levels and the repeated 
arousals from sleep can put a strain on the heart, leading to an 
increased risk of high blood pressure, heart attack, stroke, and 
arrhythmias. Additionally, hypopnea has been linked to 
metabolic issues, such as obesity, insulin resistance, and diabetes. 
The constant stress on the body from fragmented sleep may 
contribute to weight gain, insulin resistance, and difficulty 
managing blood sugar levels. Mental health is also affected by 
hypopnea syndrome. Chronic sleep deprivation caused by 
repeated breathing interruptions can exacerbate symptoms of 
depression and anxiety, further deteriorating the individual’s 
overall well-being.

Diagnosis and treatment options

Diagnosing hypopnea syndrome often requires a sleep study, or 
polysomnography, in which the patient’s sleep patterns, oxygen 
levels, and respiratory function are monitored throughout the 
night. In some cases, a Home Sleep Apnea Test (HSAT) may be 
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CONCLUSION

Hypopnea syndrome is a serious sleep disorder that affects many 
adults, often without their awareness. Though it is less disruptive 
than sleep apnea, the condition can still lead to significant 
health issues if left untreated. Recognizing the symptoms and 
understanding the causes of hypopnea can help individuals seek 
proper diagnosis and treatment. By addressing the disorder 
through lifestyle changes, medical interventions, or sleep 
therapy, those affected by hypopnea syndrome can greatly 
improve their sleep quality and overall health.
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used to measure airflow and oxygen saturation at home. 
Treatment options for hypopnea syndrome typically involve 
addressing the underlying cause, lifestyle changes, and in some 
cases, medical interventions:

Nasal treatments: For individuals with nasal obstructions, using 
nasal decongestants or considering surgery for a deviated septum 
may help alleviate breathing difficulties during sleep.

Oral appliances: In some cases, a dentist may provide a custom-
fitted oral appliance that helps reposition the jaw and tongue to 
keep the airway open during sleep.
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