Sleep and Dementia
Sleep problems are present in about 45% of people with Alzheimer’s disease.

What is normal and healthy?
•
Staying asleep at least 85% of the time spent in bed
•
Falling asleep within 30 minutes
•
Waking up once per night for up to 20 minutes
•
Maintaining normal sleep/wake cycle (circadian rhythm)
•
Using sleep hygiene measures (see attached)
•
Treating underlying sleep disorders (i.e. sleep apnea, insomnia, depression, anxiety)
What is abnormal or unhealthy?
People who are at greatest risk of developing impaired thinking due to sleep issues:
•
Sleep less than 5 hours or more than 9-10 hours per night
•
Experience multiple awakenings of 40 minutes or more
•
Are not treating underlying sleep disorders (i.e. untreated sleep apnea is linked to increased
levels of beta amyloid protein in the brain which occur in Alzheimer’s disease)
What sleep issues are linked to dementia?
•
Abnormal sleep/wake cycle (circadian rhythm)
•
Frequent awakening or short periods of sleep
•
Sun downing in late stages
•
Lack of sleep plus over-stimulation can be one cause of agitation
What can be done?
•
Avoid OTC sleep aids, such as Tylenol PM, and prescription sedatives
•
Treat pain with analgesic such as Tylenol, per physician direction. Unreported and untreated
pain is often a reason for sleep disruption in persons with dementia.
•
Permit mid-day naps but for no longer than 20-30 minutes
•
Attempt to re-program a normal sleep/wake cycle:

Increase exposure to bright light (lumens equivalent to bright daylight) in late am and
early afternoon (9:30 to 11:30 AM and 5:30 to 7:30 PM)

Engage in mentally stimulating activities, social activities and exercise in late am and
early afternoon, prior to peak sleepiness or signs of agitation

Use person-specific music prior to peak sleepiness or signs of agitation.

Use soft, slow tempo music at bedtime to promote sleep
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