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A
lthough the phrase “It’s morning in America” was
first used to usher in the Reagan era, this time
around it’s literal rather than political. More and
more patients, physicians, and pharmaceutical
companies are waking up to the reality of sleep

disorders. In recent months, we’ve seen a spate of sleep-relat-
ed products launched: the new insomnia drugs Rozerem and
Lunesta, Requip’s indication for restless leg syndrome, and a new extended-
release formulation of Ambien that was just approved earlier this month. 

A good night’s sleep is one of the most enticing things modern medicine has
to offer an otherwise healthy, but overworked and overstressed, population.
Potential improvements to quality of life and worker productivity are obvious.
In the National Sleep Foundation’s survey Sleep in America 2005, 75 percent of
respondents report having had at least one symptom of a sleep problem a few
nights per week, up from 62 percent in 1999. At some point, they’ll want to
stop self-medicating at Starbucks and will look for a better, not to mention
cheaper, option. Consumers who’ve become jaded by fad remedies and ineffec-
tive over-the-counter sleep aids will see instant credibility in these new prescrip-
tion-only options. But they’ll also expect, and need, well-informed physicians.

The consumer ad campaign for Lunesta is now in full swing. Direct-to-con-
sumer ad programs—and the motivated, opinionated patients they produce—
are something of a rarity for neurological drugs, unlike other medical special-
ties. If they haven’t already, your patients may soon start asking if these or other
therapies could be helpful for them or a family member who has chronic sleep
difficulty, expecting you to be fully informed and able to help them alleviate
longstanding difficulties that many have simply learned to live with. Will you
be caught napping? 

Michael H. Silber, president-elect of the American Academy of Sleep
Medicine, says that neurologists comprise about 20 to 25 percent of sleep spe-
cialists. That’s not too impressive. Given that sleep disturbances are a family of
brain disorders that affect more people than all other neurological conditions
combined, they represent both an obligation and an opportunity for neurolo-
gists. The advent of these new therapies has the potential to reinvigorate not
only your lethargic patients but also your practice’s haggard financial perform-
ance. Could you offset the inevitable Medicare cut looming in January 2006 by
becoming a specialist in sleep? Perchance to dream. Can you—no stranger to
sleep deprivation yourself—find the time and energy? Ay, there’s the rub.

As we point out this month (see page 66), the first step is to better address
the complex interaction between sleep disorders and chronic neurological con-
ditions, which overlap in a number of vexing ways to complicate management
of each. But there’s no reason neurologists can’t treat primary sleep disorders in
healthy patients too. All those people intrigued by consumer ads will need
expert guidance, and who better than neurologists to help them lift or lower the
veil of sleep? Consider it a wake-up call. PN
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