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As individuals age, their sleep patterns and underlying physiological processes gradually
change. While some of these modifications are normal adaptations to aging, others
may increase the risk of cognitive decline and neurodegenerative diseases. This review
examines age-related changes in sleep architecture, microstructure, and regulation of
sleep homeostasis and discusses how these physiological alterations are associated with
pathological sleep conditions and cognitive dysfunction. It further explores the clinical
presentation, diagnostic considerations, and treatment strategies for prevalent sleep
disorders in older adults, including insomnia, obstructive sleep apnea, restless legs syndrome,
and rapid eye movement sleep behavior disorder. This review emphasizes that changes in
sleep among the elderly should not be seen merely as consequences of normal aging, but
should be carefully evaluated and addressed with individualized therapeutic approaches.
This review aims to enhance the understanding of sleep physiology and sleep disorders in
older adults and provide a foundation for clinical applications.
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Figure. Recommended sleep duration and polysomnography parameters by age group. WASO; waking after sleep onset, REM; rapid eye
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Table. Clinical features, diagnosis, and management of common sleep disorders in older adults
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Disorder Clinical feature Diagnosis Non-pharmacological Pharmac'ological Ge?riatrig
option option consideration
Chronic Difficulty initiating or DSM-5 or ICSD-3: 23 CBT-, sleep hygiene Zolpidem, eszopiclone, Avoid benzodiazepines
insomnia maintaining sleep, nights/week for >3 education, stimulus ramelteon (short-term use)  Risk of cognitive impair-
disorder early morning months with daytime control, relaxation Consider comorbid ment, falls, and sedation
awakening consequences techniques psychological conditions  Avoid anti-histamine
Obstructive Loud snoring, witnessed PSG: AHI >5 with CPAP therapy Anti-obesity medication ~ Assess mask tolerance
sleep apnea  apneas, excessive symptoms or Weight loss, positional and adherence
daytime sleepiness >15 regardless of therapy, avoiding Evaluate cognitive
symptoms alcohol/sedatives comorbidity
Home sleep test (for Dental device
screening purposes Upper airway surgery
in Korea) Bariatric surgery
Restless legs  Urge to move legs Check serum ferritin Avoid caffeine/alcohol  Ferrous sulfate or intra- Monitor for augmenta-
syndrome with uncomfortable and transferrin Leg stretching, walking,  venous ferric carboxy- tion with dopamine
sensations, symptoms  saturation pneumatic compres- maltose when ferritin agents
relief with moving sion devices <50 pg/mL or transferrin - Gabapentin preferred
legs, worse at rest/ Bilateral high-frequency  saturation <20% with comorbid pain
evening peroneal nerve Intravenous ferric
stimulation carboxymaltose when
ferritin 75-100 pg/mL
Gabapentin, pregabalin,
pramipexole, ropinirole
REM sleep Dream-enacting Clinical history+PSG with  Environmental safety Clonazepam (with cau- High fall risk with
behavior behaviors, vocaliza- REM without atonia (remove hazards), bed  tion), melatonin clonazepam
disorder tions, limb movements  (+dream-enacting partner protection Melatonin safer in older
during REM sleep behaviors) adults

DSM-5; diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders 5th edition, ICSD-3; international classification of sleep disorder 3rd edition, CBT-I;
cognitive behavioral therapy for insomnia, PSG; polysomnography, AHI; apnea-hypopnea index, CPAP; continuous positive airway pressure, REM; rapid

eye movement.
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