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Session Description: 

Oxygen therapy is a mainstay for many patients with PH, regardless of the type of PH they have. Oxygen 

is a therapy with a huge benefit, as it can improve PH symptoms such as shortness of breath and fatigue, 

but it can be difficult to manage in everyday life. We will discuss the importance of oxygen therapy, 

address the daily use and safety of using oxygen, devices available, issues with travel and tips to deal 

with barriers of use. 
 

Learning Objectives: 
At the end of this session the participant will be able to:  

 Understand why oxygen is an important part of PH management 

 Discuss how oxygen need is determined and what options are available 

 Describe oxygen safety, tips and tricks to living with oxygen therapy 

 Understand issues pertaining to traveling with oxygen 

Oxygen: Why Do I Need It? 
Lower oxygen levels can cause further narrowing of the pulmonary arteries, leading to increased 
pulmonary artery pressure and increased work for the heart. While there can be many signs and 
symptoms of low oxygen levels (shortness of breath, fatigue, chest pressure, leg cramps, 
lightheadedness, dizziness, fingers and lips turning blue and passing out), it is important to know that a 
person may have no obvious signs or symptoms while their oxygen level is low. Wearing oxygen can help 
by decreasing the pressure in the arteries and improving symptoms. If oxygen is needed, it is just as 
important as any of the medications that are used to treat PH. 
  

How Do You Decide How Much I Need and When I Need to Wear It? 

Levels of needed oxygen and guidelines for your oxygen regimen will vary from one individual to 
another. While some people need to wear it throughout the night, others may just need it during an 
exercise. It is a spectrum, but most need to wear it 24/7.  

 Oxygen flow rates can range from 1-6 liters per minute. Some people even require oxygen as 
high as 15 liters per minute. 

 Often the oxygen flow rate needs to be increased with exercise. A pulmonary rehabilitation 
program is a perfect venue in which to determine exactly how much supplemental oxygen you 
need.  

 A pulse oximeter helps determine when and how much oxygen is needed. The goal is to keep 
the oxygen saturation level greater than 90%. 

 

Medicare and Oxygen: 
Insurance companies typically follow the Medicare guidelines, which state that: 

 Oxygen saturation level must be 88% or less to qualify for oxygen. The test is performed with 
the person sitting still without supplemental oxygen. 

 If the oxygen saturation is 88% or lower while at rest, oxygen is then added to bring the 
patient’s saturation level to 90%. In this case, the patient would require supplemental oxygen at 
all times (rest, exertion, and sleep).  

 If the oxygen saturation level still remains greater than 88% without supplemental oxygen while 
at rest, two further tests should be done – oximetry during exertion and an overnight pulse 
oximetry. The oxygen saturation level must drop below 88% for more than 5% of the test time 
to qualify for supplemental oxygen during sleep. 

 Once the oxygen saturations are obtained, a prescription is sent to an oxygen company along 
with clinical notes from the visit and insurance information. The oxygen company then sends 
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forms back to the provider to sign. After that is received, the oxygen can be delivered. All 
information needs to be with the oxygen company within 30 days of the date of testing or the 
process starts over. Only a few oxygen companies have the Medicare contract, which may 
change on a yearly basis.  

Types of Oxygen Therapies: 

 Most who use supplemental oxygen will have a concentrator at their home, and usually a large 
oxygen cylinder to be used if there is a power outage.  

 Portable oxygen comes in cylinders, liquid oxygen containers and as portable oxygen 
concentrators. 

 Cylinders come in several sizes and some may be filled at home by the patient.  

 Oxygen is provided by either constant flow or a “pulsed-dose” with the use of a regulator that 
helps to conserve oxygen. Not everyone can maintain their oxygen levels high enough with the 
pulsed-dose devices, especially those on more than 4 liters per minute.  

 Portable oxygen concentrators come in a variety of sizes and flow capabilities. They run on 
batteries which must be recharged frequently.  

Traveling with Oxygen: 
Part of the goal for the treatment of PH is to help a patient become more active and able to enjoy 
activities such as traveling. Wearing oxygen requires extra steps in preparing to travel. 

 This process should start at least 6 weeks prior to the date of travel. 
o Patients need to call the oxygen companies to request a portable oxygen concentrator 

(POC) for their trip. This is usually available for rent for a fee. There is usually high 
demand for the POC, so get the request in early, particularly during popular vacations 
times, i.e., summer. 

o Often your oxygen prescription may be different during air travel than when “on the 

ground.” Please verify exactly what you doctor recommends prior to travel 

o Keep a current oxygen prescription with you for emergencies.  

o Sometimes, a different oxygen company needs to be used. If this is the case, oxygen 

qualification may need to be performed again. 

o If traveling by plane or on a cruise, the airlines and cruise company need to be 

contacted early in case they have specific forms that require your provider’s signature. 

Allow time for your provider to complete the forms (~two weeks).  

o If you are on BiPAP or CPAP, you should bring your machine and associated supplies 
with you in your carry-on luggage. 

Tips for Wearing Oxygen: 

 Humidification can help with nasal dryness, sore nose, and nose bleeds. A humidification bottle 
can be added to your home oxygen system.  

 Saline nasal gel can be applied frequently in and around the nose. It may also help sore areas 
behind the ears.  

 A rolling backpack can help with carrying heavy oxygen tanks and supplies. 

Overview 

Discuss your travel plans with your doctor well in advance. Tell him/her where you want to go, what 
you plan to do and how long you plan to stay. Ask him/her if there are any potential problems with 
your plans. 
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 Request a letter from your doctor explaining your medical condition and need for specialty 
medications including need for infusion pumps, nebulizer devices and oxygen use during 
travel as well as your specialty pharmacy contact numbers for emergency assistance 

 You need to be able to trouble shoot all of your equipment or travel with a capable, trained 
companion 

 You need to be responsible for making your own travel arrangements 
 Patience, perseverance, and planning are key 

 

Specific Vacation Plans 

 Discuss your travel plans with your doctor. Are there certain activities that should be 
avoided? 

o Swimming  
o Contact sports 
o High impact activities 

 Plan activities to avoid dehydration, long lines (standing) and extremes of temperature. 
o If traveling to an amusement park, be familiar with park’s rules. 

 Plan for a stroller or wheelchair with ample cargo space to manage your equipment. 

Important Considerations: 
Planning Ahead for Travel 

 Contact your specialty pharmacy. 
o You can never be too early! 
o Notify your pharmacy of your destination, and ask for assistance 
o Carry your specialty pharmacy toll-free number with you at all times 
o Carry emergency instructions; e.g. how to use oxygen equipment 
o If you are traveling out of the country, you may be able to get an extended supply of 

medications (more than a month supply) to avoid shipping issues 
 Keep MD name, coordinator, and phone number on hand 
 Look up PH centers or tertiary care hospitals close to your vacation spot or along your travel 

route 
 Wear medical alert jewelry 
 Inform and provide your traveling partners of your emergency contact information 
 Pack your PH meds in your carry-on, not your check-in bag! 
 Consider having a partner separately carry extra critical medicine 
 Carry your meds in their original pharmacy bottles with your doctor’s letters 

Take Away Message: 
Plan in advance to travel, do your research and get the letters and forms filled out early. Be prepared for 
emergencies when traveling. Being on oxygen should not stop anyone from traveling, but advanced 
preparation is a necessity! 

Additional Resources (links and handouts will be available online also: 

 https://www.thoracic.org/patients/patient-resources/resources/oxygen-therapy.pdf 

 Traveling with Oxygen PDF  

https://www.thoracic.org/patients/patient-resources/resources/oxygen-therapy.pdf
http://www.chestnet.org/Search#q/q=traveling%20with%20portable%20oxygen

