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This report contains the most important trends from annually alternating 

surveys under thousands of newly diagnosed and existing sleep 

apnea (OSA) patients ánd almost all sleep clinics in the Netherlands 

over a 15-year period from 2005 - 2020. The surveys were conducted 

by leading research agencies as Kantar on behalf of the Dutch Apnea 

Association1. Questions include how the diagnosis went, what 

treatment patients received, and how they felt about that treatment, 

equipment and services, both from healthcare professionals and home 

care providers. By comparing the annual data of the patients and clinics 

surveys, a complete and representative picture with important trends 

emerges. Meanwhile seven different OSA-treatments are covered by 

the Dutch basic health insurance. In the ‘coronavirus’ year 2020, it was 

decided to summarise the main results and trends in a monograph 

and present it to an international audience.

Initiator and project leader Piet-Heijn van Mechelen was a board 

member and chairman of the ‘ApneuVereniging’ for more than 15 years. 

In his introduction he outlines the background to these studies and 

gives a general overview of the developments in the field of OSA in the 

Netherlands since 1990 from the patient’s perspective. Co-researchers 

at Kantar, Evelien Damhuis and Evianne Hazeleger, supplement this with 

a scientifically substantiated wealth of figures and graphs on individual 

subjects. Together this forms a unique and highly representative picture 

of the developments and state of affairs of the diagnostics and treatment 

of OSA in the Netherlands.

Preface 

1 �The Apnea Association (ApneuVereniging) is a Dutch patient association with > 9000 members (OSA patients 
or their partners) in 2020. It is run entirely by volunteers. Approximately 300 professionals involved in the diagnosis 
and treatment of OSA support the association as a ‘Friend of the Apnea Association’.

m o n o g r a p h  a b o u t  t h e  c a r e  p at h w ay  f o r  s l e e p  a p n e a

Surveys under sleep apnea patients and sleep clinics in the Netherlands
Based on annual surveys commissioned by the ApneuVereniging in the period 2005 - 2020
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What is OSA?
Obstructive Sleep Apnea (OSA) is characterised by frequent breaks in breathing 
(apneas) during the night. The additional arousals cause a lack of (deep) restorative 
sleep. Daytime symptoms manifest as decreased cognitive function, mood swings 
and increased sleepiness. The apneas cause a decrease in oxygen saturation in 
the blood. Together, the fluctuating oxygen levels in the blood and the knocks to 
the system from the arousals, this can give rise to comorbidities such as high blood 
pressure and increased cardiovascular risk.

Treatment
In the late 1980s and early 1990s OSA was sporadically diagnosed in the Netherlands. 
The treatment consisted mainly of ENT surgery. The Apnea Association was founded  in 
1990 to achieve recognition for the condition of OSA and to ensure that CPAP treatment 
is included in the mandatory basic health insurance package.
• �Since 1996, the diagnosis and treatment of OSA with CPAP has been free to the 

patient.
• �In 2010, the mandibular advancement device (MAD) was added.
• �In 2016, the sleep position trainer (SPT) was included in the basic package.
• �Since 2018 hypoglossus stimulation is reimbursed, albeit under strict conditions.
• �The Medical Specialists Guideline 2018 also recognises jaw osteotomy (including 

bi-maxillary advancement) as a good treatment for OSA.
• �ENT surgery is still provided but is no longer the treatment of first choice and has 

declined significantly in importance.
• �Bariatric surgery is considered an effective treatment for OSA in cases of severe 

obesity (BMI > 35) but is predominantly used for other indications.

The Apnea Association has been actively involved in the approval process for the 
inclusion of the new treatments and plays a role in the drafting of the guidelines.

Sharp increase in the number of patients
The number of diagnoses and treatments has increased significantly in recent years. 
To name the most important categories: In 2004, a total of 9,000 2 people used CPAP 
equipment. In 2019, that number had risen to 212,000. This is even more remarkable 
given that some 50,000 3 new MAD users have joined the ranks since 2010. (This 
growth has not been at the expense of growth in the number of CPAP equipment 
users). Sleep position training (SPT) has also seen an increase recently. 
This brings us to over 300,000 people with OSA who were treated in the Netherlands 
in 2020.

Tens of thousands of diagnosed patients are added each year.

In the year 2017, an overall number of at least 98,809 sleep studies were performed, 
of which:

68,265 were based on suspicion of OSA, of which
47,836 were found to have OSA

In 2017, there were a total of at least

27,490 XPAP devices and
14,444 MADs prescribed and
  2,705 ENT surgical procedures performed
  2,428 Sleep position training courses prescribed
     289 Jaw osteotomy operations performed

Introduction

2 Based on the figures from the Netherlands Healthcare Institute.
3 Based on research by the Apnea Association among all sleep clinics in the Netherlands.

m o n o g r a p h  a b o u t  t h e  c a r e  p at h w ay  f o r  s l e e p  a p n e a
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The Apnea Association and 15 years of surveys
Since 2005, the Apnea Association has conducted alternating annual surveys in the 
Netherlands. One year among patients (with 2.700 - 5.200 respondents yearly). The 
next year among all sleep clinics. There are two reasons for this.

First, the patient perspective. The medical literature concentrates on the diagnostic 
process and the start of treatment. We heard stories from patients that they had been 
walking around for years with symptoms that on closer inspection could be considered 
the result of OSA4. During those years, many people were also known to the medical 
community (and started treatments) without the suspicion or diagnosis of OSA. This 
deserves further investigation.

The history of OSA patients is characterised by a downward spiral over many years. 
Although the condition is not physically considered a serious illness (because it is 
not fatal), it has a great impact and is very disabling. A person with increased daytime 
sleepiness, decreased energy, procrastination, decreased cognitive functioning and 
mood swings becomes an increasingly unpleasant partner, father, mother, colleague, 
manager, or employee. In other words, untreated OSA leads to increasingly obvious 
dysfunction at home and at work and is often initially mistaken for overwork, burnout, 
or depression. Comorbidities such as obesity or cardiovascular disease initially 
receive more attention.

On the other hand, the treatment of OSA can be regarded as a medical success 
story. Not only is the deterioration stopped. People also get into an upward spiral 
for years. Treated patients can return to full function if they are not suffering from 
comorbidities. On average, they quote their quality-of-life with a high score, 36 
percent even giving it an 8 or higher on a scale 1 - 10. Many patients say: ‘I’ve gotten 
my life back’. The Apnea Association counts among its members patients who have 
been treated with surgery and/or devices for 30 years.

The patient perspective has grown in importance in recent years, as it has become 
increasingly clear that identifying the number of apneas and hypopneas - determining 
the AHI - is a necessary, but not sufficient condition for determining the severity 
of OSA. The role of complaints and symptoms is becoming progressively more 
important. Complaints and symptoms, preferably formalised in Patient Reported 
Outcome Measures (PROMs)  / Patient Experience Measures (PREMs), will even play 
a role in the Netherlands in determining whether a treatment was rightly launched and 
is producing sufficient results (more than just lowering the AHI).

A second reason for doing research was curiosity about day-to-day practice. 
For example: According to the literature and guidelines, all sleep clinics did clinical 
polysomnography (PSG). We spoke to quite a few patients who had had sleep 
studies at home without wires on their heads: ambulatory PG. We wanted to know 
what it was like. Who does what? Where will you be treated by an ENT surgeon? 
And do they more regularly perform ENT surgery? Where by a pulmonologist? 
And do they usually prescribe CPAP? Which clinic also treats CSAS? Where do they 
have a complete multidisciplinary team familiar with all sleep disorders? Etcetera. 
This is important information for patients who want to know the best place to go.

Holding up a mirror
As a patient organisation, the Apnea Association knows its role. Regarding medical 
issues, such as the long-running debate over PSG versus PG, judgements are never 
made. Through the surveys, the day-to-day practice of diagnosis and treatment of 
OSA has been mapped.

However, patients’ ratings of diagnosis and treatment have also been studied. What are 
the waiting and turnaround times like? Which clinics spend a lot of time on information 
and guidance (necessary for therapy compliance)? Where do patients feel heard and 
helped? Sleep clinics that scored above average received stars. Here, colleagues are 
the benchmark. Their approach proves feasible and possible in practice.

The surveys turned out to yield valuable information, both for patients and for 
professionals involved in diagnosis and treatment: medical specialists, policy makers, 
health insurers, manufacturers of medical devices and home care providers.

4 �On average, it takes 5 - 8 years for complaints and symptoms to be recognised by patients and physicians.      
In fact, according to 40 % of patients, it takes more than 8 years to be diagnosed with OSA (see survey report 
below). It is also striking that this figure has barely fallen since the 2005 survey. This can be seen as an         
indication of a still existing diagnostic shortfall.

m o n o g r a p h  a b o u t  t h e  c a r e  p at h w ay  f o r  s l e e p  a p n e a
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The Apnea Association reports are presented annually at a symposium for 
professionals attended by medical specialists from sleep clinics. The reports are 
widely distributed in printed form and digital pdf format. The Apnea Association is 
supported by a Medical Advisory Board in which all medical disciplines involved in 
diagnosis and treatment are represented.

From CPAP clinic to centre for sleep and waking research
The repeated annual survey, alternating between patients and sleep clinics, creates 
a complete picture that can also be used to follow the development of sleep medicine 
in the Netherlands.

The growth of sleep clinics in number, size and quality is remarkable. Prior to 
1996, diagnosis and treatment were the domain of a few ENT surgeons and a few 
enlightened pulmonologists. After 1996, ‘CPAP clinics’ were also established. 
A sleep clinic was organised where the pulmonologist made the diagnosis based on a 
sleep study and started treatment in collaboration with the home care provider 5. 
The number of sleep clinics and their professionalism has grown ever since. There are 
now over eighty sleep clinics in the Netherlands. One in every major hospital. One or 
more in every major city. Almost all of them perform more than 500 sleep studies per 
year (20 % even > 2000 sleep studies per year). They now work with multidisciplinary 
team consultation, somnologists, nurse practitioners and OSA nurses with time for 
information and guidance.

Good care results in grateful and loyal patients
There is a lively ongoing debate in the medical literature as well as among national 
policy makers and health insurers about adherence and the question of overtreatment, 
given the sharp increase in the number of OSA diagnoses.

We know that therapy acceptance is problematic in the first few weeks. Good 
information and guidance are important. No one likes to go to sleep for the rest 
of their lives with a blowing mask, a mouthful of MAD or a position trainer with 
regular vibrations reminding you not to sleep on your back every night. Lifelong 
OSA therapies with medical devices are a heavy burden on the patient. This makes 
overtreatment unlikely. The patient survey includes questions on adherence. Almost 
everyone (98 %) meets the international minimum of five days a week and more than 
four hours a night. Very many patients in the Netherlands use the CPAP or MAD 
every night (92 %) and for 6 hours or more (79 %). 
If people benefit from the therapy, they become loyal users, as we hear from patients 
and the surveys show.

About this monograph
Over the past 15 years, data has been collected for the Apnea Association by the 
major (internationally) recognised research firms such as Kantar and GfK. A new 
survey of sleep clinics was to take place in 2020. This has been dropped. In the 
context of COVID-19, the Apnea Association expected limited participation and a 
distorted picture. Partly in view of the 30th anniversary of the Apnea Association 
it seemed a good idea to bundle recent surveys (and where possible trends) in a 
monograph that gives a picture of the day-to-day practice of diagnosis and treatment 
of OSA in the Netherlands. For the first time translated and available for the 
international audience.

Piet-Heijn van Mechelen, MSc
Honorary Chairman of the Apnea Association

m o n o g r a p h  a b o u t  t h e  c a r e  p at h w ay  f o r  s l e e p  a p n e a

5 �In the Netherlands, the suppliers of medical devices play a strong supporting role so that we can actually designate 
them as home care providers. Several clinics have their sleep studies performed by home care providers: ambulant 
PG as well as ambulant PSG. The interpretation remains of course a matter for the medical specialist. In most 
clinics, they operate from the clinic. Home care providers are providing information and guidance at the start of 
treatment and during the trial period. Autopap titration is the most commonly used method. In the years that follow, 
the patient usually has more contact with the home care provider than with the sleep clinic.
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Pre-diagnosis
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		                 1           2           3          4          5          6          7          8          9          10       unknown

  Prior to treatment	       3%        4%       12%      17%      20%     18%     12%       6%       2%        1%          5%

  After treatment             1%         0%	  2%         4%       7%       18%     27%     25%       9%        2%          5%

The success of treatment
Prior to treatment, respondents rated their health in 2019 on average as a 5.1 on a scale 1 - 10. Of them, 
56 % regarded their health as unsatisfactory, 19 % even gave a note 3 or lower. After the start of treatment, 
they ranked their health significantly higher at an average rate of 6.9. Only 3 % now gave a 3 or lower. 
81 % judged their health at least as satisfactory, and 36% even as (very) good to excellent at level of 8 or 
higher. This shows the success of the apnea treatment.

(This distribution of ratings however is a challenge for developers of PROMS. While undiagnosed OSA patients will mostly dysfunction 
at home and at work, some might even have experienced a (near-) car accident, still a significant part of them does not report 
symptoms or complaints in health prior to treatment: 39 % rate their health as satisfactory; even 9 % as very good to excellent. 
On the other hand, with treated persons we still see 14 % ratings in the categories of unsatisfactory health due to comorbidities.)

  How do you rate your health?
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