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Who’s Not Sleeping? 

Insomnia Accounts for 13.6% of Days Lost to Chronic Conditions 
 

Insomnia is associated with an estimated 590 million days a year that are lost to US adults each 

year, according to a new study. 

Most, if not all, people have difficulty falling or staying asleep every once in a while, but the 

prevalence of insomnia is surprisingly high – up to 23% of the US population. In addition, it is highly 

comorbid, meaning that it occurs quite frequently with other chronic physical and mental disorders. 

Insomnia, either alone or in conjunction with its comorbid conditions, impairs the ability of individuals 

to function in their daily lives, where they may call in sick to work or be unable to carry out their 

normal activities. The World Health Organization developed a measure to quantify these losses, 

measured as “days out of role”.  

Researchers conducting the America Insomnia Survey used this measure to evaluate the days out 

of role associated with insomnia. They surveyed thousands of US adults who were part of a 

commercial health insurance plan and asked them about insomnia and a list of 21 other physical 

and mental disorders that are commonly comorbid with insomnia.  

They found that insomnia is associated with 29.4% of all days out of role, which is equivalent to 590 

million days a year among US adults. When accounting for the comorbid conditions, insomnia alone 

is associated with 13.6% of all days out of role, equivalent to 244 million of those days.  

Senior author Dr. Ronald Kessler of Harvard Medical School further explained their findings: “The 

examination of comorbidity shows that insomnia is not only a very common symptom of many other 

physical and mental disorders, but also a syndrome in its own right that is associated with high 

impairment even after adjusting for comorbidity. Indeed, other than chronic pain, insomnia is 

associated with more days out of role than any other condition examined in this large national 

study.”  

It is important to point out that these findings are associations, and do not necessarily mean that 

insomnia caused the lost days. However, the findings are still vital to the field, commented Dr. John 

Krystal, Editor of Biological Psychiatry, since “psychiatry tends to focus on disability related to the 
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disorder rather than to the specific symptom.  In this case, whether by itself or in the context of a 

comorbid psychiatric condition, insomnia was an important contributor to disability. As insomnia is a 

treatable condition, this type of study highlights a potential lack of access to effective treatment for 

many affected people." 

It seems clear that successful insomnia treatment would have at least some effect on reducing the 

days out of role that insomnia sufferers experience. 

# # # 
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