
 

CPAP helps cut heart risks—but you have to
actually use it

October 4 2023, by Steven Reinberg

  
 

  

For sufferers of sleep apnea, continuous positive airway pressure
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(CPAP) machines may guard against having a second heart attack, stroke
or other cardiovascular crisis, but they have to use it consistently, a new
study finds.

CPAP works by keeping your airways open during sleep, but because it
requires wearing a mask, many people find it uncomfortable so they
don't keep it on the amount of time needed to protect against heart
problems. CPAP needs to be used at least four hours a night, and
preferably six hours, to effectively prevent second strokes or heart
attacks, experts say.

"This is the first analysis that, based on existing trials, demonstrates that
the use of CPAP is associated with a 31% reduction in the risk of having
a second heart attack or stroke," said lead researcher Dr. Ferran Barbe.
He is chair of respiratory medicine at the Hospital Universitari Arnau de
Vilanova de Lleida of the University of Lleida in Catalonia, Spain.

Still, "treatment compliance is a key factor in secondary cardiovascular
prevention in patients with sleep apnea," he said.

For the study, Barbe and his colleagues examined the outcomes of nearly
4,200 patients included in 24 previously published studies. All the
patients had sleep apnea, suffered a cardiovascular event and were using
CPAP.

The investigators found that patients who used CPAP for four or more
hours a night were less likely to suffer a second heart attack or stroke
than those who used the device less often.

The report was published Oct. 3 in the Journal of the American Medical
Association (JAMA).

"Sleep apnea is associated with an increased risk of cardiovascular
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illnesses and cerebrovascular illnesses, namely high blood pressure, atrial
fibrillation, heart attacks and strokes," said Dr. Harly Greenberg,
medical director of Northwell Health Sleep Disorders Center in New
Hyde Park, N.Y.

A number of studies done in Europe, particularly in France, have shown
a positive effect of CPAP preventing death and future occurrence of
cardiovascular events, Greenberg said, "but you have to use the therapy
for at least four hours, preferably six hours, a night to get an impact."

Meanwhile, a number of studies have found that CPAP didn't make a
difference in preventing second heart attacks and strokes, he added.

These researchers, however, reevaluated these studies and found that
adherence to treatment was key. When they looked at only those patients
who used CPAP at least four hours a night, they saw CPAP's benefit,
Greenberg explained.

"If patients are going to use therapy to try to reduce their risk of another
heart attack and other stroke or cardiac arrhythmia, they certainly have
to use it for the entirety of the night," he noted. "If they do, at least
according to this study, they're going to get a significant decrease in that
risk. Other studies have shown the sweet point is six hours a night."

Whether CPAP will prevent a first heart attack or stroke isn't proven yet,
he said, but CPAP's effect on lowering blood pressure has been shown.

CPAP is notoriously uncomfortable and it's hard to adjust the device to
make it comfortable to use all night, and that's is why many patients
don't use CPAP long enough to get its benefits, Greenberg said.

"You have to work with your doctor to find better ways to adhere to
therapy, to find better motivation and to get the mask to fit more
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comfortably," he advised.

For patients who can't tolerate CPAP, alternatives are available, but
those have not yet been proven to have the same benefits as CPAP in
preventing heart attacks and strokes, Greenberg said.

"There are oral appliances that advance the jaw and open the airway
that's been shown to have some impact on blood pressure, but not long-
term cardiovascular risk," he noted.

Surgical therapies for the upper airway are available that may also have
an effect, Greenberg said.

"More recently there is the hypoglossal nerve [which controls muscles
that move the tongue] stimulator therapy, a bio-electronic therapy to
improve patency [openess] of the airway by stimulating the nerves that
innervate the base of the tongue," he said. "But again, long-term
cardiovascular outcomes data for that therapy is not there yet."

  More information: Manuel Sánchez-de-la-Torre et al, Adherence to
CPAP Treatment and the Risk of Recurrent Cardiovascular Events, 
JAMA (2023). DOI: 10.1001/jama.2023.17465 

For more on sleep apnea, head to the Sleep Foundation.
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