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Sleep disturbances in intellectual
developmental disability and its
implications on health, lifestyle

and quality of life

Joel Reiter

Abstract

Sleep is defined as a reversible behavioral state of
perceptual disengagement and unresponsiveness
to the environment. Though its function is not clear
we spend a third of our lives asleep. Sufficient sleep
is required for life and optimal functioning, for brain
development and growth and is vital for learning
and memory. In recent years, it has become evident,
that sleep disturbances are particularly common in
certain populations with intellectual developmental
disability (IDD), in which missing these diagnoses
may be especially detrimental. Sleep medicine
deals with difficulty sleeping (insomnia), excessive
sleepiness (hypersomnia), circadian clock disorders,
sleep related movement disorders, parasomnias
(such as sleep walking or sleep talking) and sleep
related breathing disorders (such as sleep apnea).

The association between sleep disturbances and
IDD may be complex. There are sleep disorders
that are common in the general population and
therefore also in those with IDD, however, there
are also disorders that are specific for certain
syndromes. Some disturbances may be the result of
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physiological differences such as differences in the
ratio of different sleep stages or the arousal index.
Some sleep disorders may increase the severity of
the primary presentation of the syndrome. Sleep
disorder diagnoses are no different in the IDD
population, but there may be differences in the
rate, clinical presentation, such as age of onset or
severity, and their consequences.

Studies have shown high rates of sleep disorders
in subjects with IDD. In Down syndrome insomnia,
sleep apnea and parasomnias are common, with
many complaining of daytime sleepiness and
fatigue. In Rett syndrome, abnormal brainstem
respiratory control leads to abnormal breathing
patterns. In this syndrome girls have irregular
sleeping patterns and behaviors with nocturnal
laughter, talking, screaming, crying and teeth
grinding. Sleep disorders in Angelman syndrome
include insomnia, irregular sleep cycles and lack of
deep sleep. The rates of sleep disturbances in Rett
and Angelman syndromes are so high that they are
included in the disorders’ diagnostic criteria. The
Smith-Magenis syndrome mutation directly affects
the circadian system, shifting the biologic clock.
In addition, rhythmic movements such as head
banging are common at the wake-sleep transition
time. In Williams syndrome there are difficulties
falling and staying asleep. In this chapter we will
review sleep disorders in these syndromes, with
especially high rates of sleep disturbances and end
the chapter with a discussion of data on the general
IDD population.



In conclusion, sleep disorders are common
in children and adults with IDD. They are not
benign and have a negative impact on all aspects
of health; mental, physical and neurocognitive.
They affect both the patient and their family.
Since sleep disorders may manifest during the
daytime, with sleepiness, concentration and
behavioral difficulties, it is important that all
those involved in the care of these patients
be familiar with them. Sleep disorders have
beneficial treatments thus it is important that
patients be referred for evaluation, diagnosis
and therapy.
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Intellectual Developmental Disorders
Theory, research and implications
Michal Al-Yagon | Malka Margalit

This book offers a comprehensive interdisciplinary review of scientific knowledge,
national and international empirical research as well as practical implications
regarding individuals with intellectual developmental disorders and their families.
Through theoretical conceptualizations, in-depth analysis of recent studies that lead
tointerventions, clinical treatments and educational practices, the book synthesizes
a broad range of major topics for students, researchers and professional who work
with children, adolescents and adults with this disorder and their families.

About Shalem Foundation

The Shalem Foundation was founded more thanthree decades ago by the Federation
of Local Authorities in cooperation with the Ministry of Social Services in order to
develop services for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities in the
local community.

The Foundation’s activities are guided by the vision that "a person with intellectual
and developmental disabilities has the basic right to live a normal life in their
natural environment, realize their potential, be an integral part of the social and
cultural fabric of the community and have access to the labor market according to
his or her abilities, desires and needs.”
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