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With continuous positive airway pressure (CPAP) treatment of obstructive sleep 
apnea, greater hours of CPAP use are associated with reduced sleepiness. 
However, these open-label studies have not controlled for patient expectation of 
benefit. The authors performed a meta-analysis combining data on sleepiness 
measured by the Epworth Sleepiness Scale from three randomized placebo-
controlled crossover trials including use of low dose CPAP. High use of CPAP 
reduced sleepiness more than placebo and more than low use. The authors 
calculated that 29% of the effect of high usage of CPAP was explained by the 
expectation of benefit with CPAP.  
 
In retrospect it should not be surprising that there was a significant placebo effect. 
The primary end point used, improvement in the Epworth Sleepiness Scale, 
measures the subject’s subjective daytime sleepiness using a short 
questionnaire. Measuring a subjective benefit with a subjective measure seems 
likely to amplify any placebo effect. Some might argue that whether the benefit is 
a placebo effect or not makes little difference.  The important thing is that CPAP 
does make a difference.  
 
At the right of the abstract is the question “What is the bottom line?” It goes on to 
say “High use of CPAP does confer real benefits but about 29% of the benefit felt 
by highly adherent patients in regular clinical care is due to expectation of 
benefit”. This statement is misleading. It assumes that the only benefit from 
CPAP is improvement in sleepiness. However, other benefits may occur. For 
example, a recent article in the American Journal of Respiratory and Critical Care 
Medicine reported an improved cardiovascular mortality in elderly patients who 
use CPAP (1). This would seem to be an important benefit.  
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