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Sleep Disorders

• Sleep medicine has defined 
itself in terms of sleep 
disorders

• Biomedical model of 
diagnosis and treatment

• Example: Sleep apnea – CPAP 
treatment



Sleep Health

“Although it is important to identify and treat 
sleep disorders and deficits, sleep health is not 

simply their absence.”

Buysse, 2014. Sleep 



•Regularity

•Satisfaction

•Alertness

•Timing

•Efficiency/Continuity

•Duration

Sleep Health: A Multi-dimensional construct
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Sleep Health: Is It Important?

Can we defin

e

 sleep health? Can we measure it? Does it 

matter if we do? Isn’t sleep health just the opposite of sleep 

problems or sleep defic

i

ency?

For most of its brief history, sleep medicine has define d 

itself in terms of sleep disorders and, more recently, sleep defi-

ciency.1,2 In this way, sleep medicine has followed the pattern 

established by other medical disciplines—focusing on disor-

ders, diseases, and their treatment. But sleep medicine now 

fin

d

s  itself embattled. Reductions in federal research funding 

threaten the pipeline of basic and clinical investigation. Simul-

taneously, reductions in reimbursement for laboratory-based 

polysomnography (PSG) threaten the fina nci al  viability of sleep 

medicine centers. The Patient Protection and Affordable Care 

Act (ACA) calls for large-scale re-engineering of medical care, 

and the role of sleep medicine in the patient-centered medical 

home and accountable care organizations remains uncertain.3

In this time of unprecedented challenge, how will sleep medi-

cine demonstrate its relevance—indeed, its central position—in 

scientific

 

and health care debates? Although we need multiple 

approaches, defini ng sleep health and promoting it as a crucial 

component of population health are important steps. Why?

1. Sleep health provides a positive frame of reference 

for sleep to patients, providers, and health care 

administrators. Although it is important to identify and 

treat disorders and defic

i

ts,  sl eep heal th is not  simp l y 

their absence. Rather, sleep health indicates how well 

an individual or population is doing. By emphasizing 

the positive role of sleep in overall health, sleep health 

contrasts with the usual media and scientific

 

at tent ion on 

the negative role of sleep problems.
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Good sleep is essential to good health. Yet for most of its history, sleep medicine has focused on the defini tion,  identifica t ion,  and treatment of sleep 

problems. Sleep health is a term that is infrequently used and even less frequently define d.  It is time for us to change this. Indeed, pressures in the 

research, clinical, and regulatory environments require that we do so. The health of populations is increasingly define d by positive attributes such 

as wellness, performance, and adaptation, and not merely by the absence of disease. Sleep health can be define d in such terms. Empirical data 

demonstrate several dimensions of sleep that are related to health outcomes, and that can be measured with self-report and objective methods. 

One suggested defini tion of sleep health and a description of self-report items for measuring it are provided as examples. The concept of sleep 

health synergizes with other health care agendas, such as empowering individuals and communities, improving population health, and reducing 

health care costs. Promoting sleep health also offers the fiel d of sleep medicine new research and clinical opportunities. In this sense, defini ng 

sleep health is vital not only to the health of populations and individuals, but also to the health of sleep medicine itself.
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2. The concept of sleep health can serve an important 

educational function. It not only identifie

s

 wh at  is  

“normal,” but quantifie

s

 degr ees wi thi n the nor ma l  range.

3. It provides concrete targets for health promotion and 

prevention activities. This contrasts with treatments for 

disorders, which focus on the removal of symptoms or 

dysfunctions.

4. It ties in with broader agendas, such as improving 

population health.4,5 As accountable care organizations 

are required to improve outcomes and manage costs 

for all individuals under their care and within the larger 

communities in which they reside, greater emphasis will 

be placed on improving health.6 Sleep health provides 

a metric for health promotion efforts at the individual, 

group, and population level.

5. Examining the entire range of sleep health is useful 

for sleep research. Genetic, epigenetic, and proteomic 

studies have often focused on individuals with specific

 

sleep disorders compared to unaffected controls, or the 

effects of sleep deprivation compared to undisturbed 

sleep. However, such studies can also be informed by 

examining individuals with varying degrees of a positive 

trait, or resilience to perturbation. As an example, 

studies of successful aging have helped to inform 

our understanding of pathological aging.7-9 Similarly, 

studying individuals with a wide range of sleep health 

may help to identify biomarkers more effic

i

ent ly than 

simply studying affected and unaffected individuals.

Defining Sleep Health

Defining sleep health is a deceptively simple proposition, 

and one might assume that it has already been done. Principles 

and Practice of Sleep Medicine10 mentions “sleep health” twice, 

but does not define  it. Neither do two other sleep medicine text-

books.11,12 A simple PubMed search for this exact term produced 

150 results, and Google Scholar over 3,000, but the majority 

include a comma between the words “sleep” and “health,” indi-

cating two items in a list of related concepts. Articles from coun-

tries including Japan, Australia, China, and the U.S. mention 
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Sleep Duration Recommendations



~One Third of Adults in Delaware do Not Get 
Enough Sleep (<7h)

35.9 37.7 32.9

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

NewCastle County Kent County Sussex County

%

2018 Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System 



Sleep Health is now 
recognized as being 

as important as 
exercise, diet, and 

smoking to 
cardiovascular 

health 



Sleep as an ‘Upstream’ Factor



As a Society, we are no longer set-up 
for Healthy Sleep

social organization 

where time 

constraints are no 

more



Changing Mindsets

•Sleep is important to good 
health

•Social and environmental 
factors matter to healthy 
sleep
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