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Psychological distress is defined as a set of non-specific symptoms concerning depressive

mood and anxiety manifestation. It refers to a state of emotional

suffering associated with stressors that are difficult to deal with in daily life.

Psychological distress may influence sleep patterns and seems to exacerbate age-related sleep problems.
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1. Introduction

Previous studies showed that poor sleep is related to worse cognitive functioning in older people (e.g., ). For

example, some studies show an association between daytime sleepiness and impaired attention, orientation,

memory, and slow processing speed . Sleep problems are also associated with subjective cognitive decline 

and cognitive impairment . Nevertheless, this relationship is bidirectional: sleep problems could affect cognitive

decline but also sleep disruption could be an early sign of cognitive impairment .

Aging is also characterized by a reduced proportion of Rapid Eye Movement (REM) sleep, a substantial reduction

in non-REM (NREM) stage three sleep, and fragmented sleep with frequent interruptions, leading to a shorter total

sleep time and greater amount of wake after sleep onset . This leads older people to a reduction in daily

functioning , increasing the risk of developing cognitive decline  and highlighting a potential causal association

between sleep disorders and the pathogenesis of neurocognitive diseases, as typical aspects of

neurodegenerative disorders .

The review by Cipriani et al. (2021) is the first conducted to synthesize the existing literature on sleep problems

and psychological distress in healthy aging in relation to the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic.

To this end, the authors selected studies from the literature that allowed investigating and summarizing (a) the type

and frequency of sleep disturbances; (b) possible associations between sleep disturbances and other variables

related to the COVID-19 lockdown, such as negative changes in psychological wellbeing, in older adults during the

COVID-19 pandemic. After the identification and screening phases, 11 studies [59–69] were included.

2. Limitations of the Study and Future Research
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The present review represents the first attempt to describe and synthetize the data on sleep patterns and

psychological related factors in older adults during the COVID-19 pandemic. Some limitations should be

addressed, and the results considered with caution.

First, the analyzed studies used various instruments for the assessment of sleep problems, also focusing on

different features (e.g., quality, duration, disturbances). This aspect did not allow carrying out a systematic review,

nor a meta-analysis, on the collected data. Furthermore, most of the studies adopted ad hoc survey items instead

of specific tools for the sleep assessment. Such aspects may have led to bias regarding the assessment of the

actual sleep problems experienced by older subjects included in the studies. However, the challenge in conducting

a more in-depth sleep evaluation (i.e., face-to-face assessment) may be due to home-confinement measures

adopted to limit the spread of SARS-CoV-2. Nevertheless, the paucity of the literature on this topic on the one

hand, and the importance of this issue on the other, make more analysis urgent. Indeed, most of the selected

studies showed a worsening in sleep quality and/or quantity in older adults during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Finally, regarding the neuro-psycho-geriatric assessment, some critical issues should be considered. The majority

of the studies did not perform a cognitive assessment to verify whether the subjects were in normal cognitive aging;

this aspect could have led to biased results. Considering the close relationship between sleep disorders and

cognitive decline in the older population , it would be useful to investigate this aspect during the pandemic period

through a more in-depth neuropsychological assessment. In addition, other factors that may affect cognitive decline

should be considered, such as depression and anxiety , which have been previously related to sleep

disorders. In fact, during the COVID-19 lockdown, many people experienced feelings of frustration, boredom, but

also depression and anxiety . This condition influenced lifestyle habits and behaviors with consequences on

sleep quality and daily functioning .

The lifestyle changes occurred because of the COVID-19 home confinement, which might have exacerbated

symptoms in older adults, particularly the frailest ones, leading to the so-called “Corona-Frailty”  and to higher

perceived threat of being infected by the COVID-19 virus . Indeed, frailty is a condition characterized by greater

vulnerability associated with age-related decline in biological functions and systems, which might affect the ability

to deal with stressors . In the literature, little is known about older people’s functionality during the COVID-19

lockdown. Indeed, frailty could not be fully investigated without a face-to-face assessment. Furthermore, studies

conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted correlations between mental health and both polypathology

 and frailty status . Future studies should investigate these relationships in the older population

considering home confinement measures due to COVID-19.

3. Conclusions

The evidence from the selected studies seems to suggest that sleep problems may affect psychological and

physical wellbeing in older people during the COVID-19 pandemic , although the results are not

definitive due to the little evidence available on healthy aging.
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Since the studies reviewed were conducted in the first part of the COVID-19 pandemic (between March and

September 2020), future research is needed to assess the long-term effects of SARS-CoV-2 restrictive measures

using a homogeneous methodology to assess sleep disturbances and its consequences on mental and physical

health in older adults.

These aspects are important to consider as changes in sleep patterns, sleep architecture, and circadian rhythm

might influence biological systems involved in age-related and chronic diseases . Nevertheless, definitive

conclusions cannot also be made due to the reciprocal relationship between sleep and mood changes, which

should be better clarified by new research studies. However, a better comprehension of age-related sleep changes

may help us improve our knowledge to develop new solutions for healthcare approaches in the older population.
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