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Sleep Apnea is a relatively recent discovery, first described in some detail in the mid-
1960’s.  Physicians began to have some recognition of the disease earlier than that, 
there are descriptions of “Pickwickian syndrome” from the early 20th century. CPAP 
wasn’t largely used until the 1980’s.  A key paper on sleep apnea characteristics was 
published in 1993 and is the most commonly cited paper in the history of sleep re-
search. 
 

Our knowledge of any disease usually comes through early descriptions by physicians 
or researchers who encounter a disease while treating patients.  This is followed by 
more organized research using patients suspected of having the disorder.  Eventually, 
research studies often include larger numbers of people in the community who may or 
may not have the disease. 
 

One such study that aims to learn more about sleep apnea in the community is the 
Sleep Heart Health Study.  Sponsored by the National Heart Lung and Blood Institute (a 
division of the National Institutes of Health), this study involves more than 6,000 par-
ticipants at sites across the United States.  Johns Hopkins University is fortunate to 
participate in 2 ways.  There is a clinical site under the direction of Dr. Naresh Pun-
jabi, a sleep physician and researcher at the Bayview campus.  Additionally, a group at 
the School of Public Health coordinates the data collection and analysis for all the par-
ticipants in the country. 
 

Our guest speaker for our next meeting will be Dr. Punjabi, discussing findings from the 
Sleep Heart Health Study and how it affects diagnosing and treating sleep apnea. 
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The Sleep Heart Health Study (SHHS) 
 
What is the Sleep Heart Health Study? 
 

Since 1997, the Sleep Heart Health Study has been researching Sleep Apnea.  They use a model 
called a “multi-center cohort study.” This means that research takes place across the United 
States through 7 centers, including Johns Hopkins University.  The Hopkins participants are lo-
cated in Washington County, Maryland.  It involves groupings of participants called “cohorts” 
who may also be under observation and study for other medical conditions such as heart dis-
ease.  The study is also done prospectively, which means that participants are enrolled without 
necessarily knowing whether they have the condition under investigation or not. 
 
 
Goals of the SHHS 
 

The goal of the study was to learn more about the following: 

• If sleep-disordered breathing (ex: sleep apnea) is associated with an increased risk of having 
coronary heart disease (ex: heart attacks).  

• If sleep apnea is associated with an increased risk of having a stroke.  

• If sleep apnea is associated over time with increased blood pressure.  

• If sleep apnea is associated with an increased risk of death. 
 
 
Use of Home Testing Equipment in SHHS 
 

You may recall in the last AWAKE newsletter that the discussion was about using testing equip-
ment in the home to diagnose sleep apnea.  The Sleep Heart Health study uses home sleep study 
testing for part of their research.  Thanks to studies like the Sleep Heart Health Study, we know 
more about the possible uses for home testing for sleep apnea, as well as potential limitations to 
its usage.   
 
 
Recent Findings from SHHS 
 

Dr. Naresh Punjabi and associates authored a paper that was published this month with findings 
from the SHHS (available online for free at www.plosmedicine.org).  One of the key findings is 
that sleep apnea is associated with an increased risk of death in adults over age 40 from any 
cause, especially heart problems involving blockages of the blood supply to the heart.  This 
finding is particularly noted in men who are age 40 to 70 years old, where the risk of death was 
double that of those who do not have sleep apnea.  The study took into consideration other con-
ditions known to increase risk of death such as diabetes or other heart and blood pressure dis-
eases.  They also took into consideration other factors such as age, weight, smoking and race 
that could affect a persons chance of death.  What is not yet known is whether treating sleep ap-
nea will reduce this increased risk of death. 


