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SLEEP APNEA poses risk of
complications for pregnant women

New research from USF has found that pregnant women with OSA are
5 times more likely to die in the hospital during and shortly after

pregnancy, compared with women without.

Jamillet Flores was used to feeling sleepy, a 
side-effect of medication she takes.

But a nurse observing her during a routine visit to 
Tampa General Hospital noticed the signs of what 
would turn out to be far more serious: Obstructive 
Sleep Apnea that stopped her breathing at least 
100 times a night.

It’s a condition most often associated with 
overweight men who snore so badly they keep their 
partners up. But Obstructive Sleep Apnea can be an 
issue at any age, and either gender.

It’s particularly serious when it happens to women 
like Flores, 34, who was four months pregnant when 
she was diagnosed in December after a sleep study.

New research from the University of South Florida 
has found that pregnant women with OSA, are 5 
times more likely to die in the hospital during and 
shortly after pregnancy, compared with women 
without the disorder. The study also faound that 
pregnant women with apnea also were more likely 
to suffer the severe complications of pregnancy, 
including severe high blood pressure, an enlarged 
heart and pulmonary blood clots.

The USF study is the first large-scale analysis of the 
association between sleep apnea and maternal 
deaths. Researchers reviewed hospital discharge 
data from 55 million pregnant women from 1998 to 
2009.

Lead author Dr. Judette Louis said the common 
apnea warning signs in women like snoring, 
excessive daytime sleepiness, di�culty 
concentrating, depression and anxiety are often 
dismissed as normal during pregnancy, so the 
women seldom seek treatment.

“Had she not been in the hospital for that other 
condition (a blood disorder that sent her to Tampa 
General for treatment), she may not have been 
diagnosed and treated for apnea,” said Louis, a 
researcher and assistant professor of obstetrics and 
gynecology at the USF Health Morsani College of 
Medicine. “Apnea is generally under-diagnosed in 
young, pregnant women. It’s still thought of by 
many people as a disease of older, obese men. But 
it’s not limited to them and it can be a very serious 
condition, particularly in pregnant women.”

In the study, published in the journal Sleep, Louis 
and her team focused on women with diagnosis of 
Sleep Apnea and pregnancy-related health 
complications. Of the 3 major causes of death 
during pregnancy, two are worsened by apnea – 
blood clots and pre-eclampsia, serious high blood 
pressure that can lead to seizures.

“The data is out there and it’s very clear in the 
general population that if you have sleep apnea 
you are more likely to have heart disease, heart 
attacks, strokes, and are more likely to die early,” 
said Louis. “We just never knew until now the true 
impact of apnea on young, pregnant women.”
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