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BREATHING CARE

4

introduction to pulse
oximeters

How they work and how to select the best products for your clients.

story by ASHLEY WOOD

ulse oximetry is a noninvasive
method for monitoring the oxygen
saturation levels (SpO,) in your pa-
tients’ blood. SpO, is the percentage
of oxygen that blood carries compared to the
maximum it is capable of carrying. A normal
rate is 94 to 99 percent in adults. Patients with
COPD or other lung diseases generally have
blood oxygen levels of 92 percent or lower,
causing them to require supplemental oxygen
treatment.

WHEN IS A PULSE OXIMETER USED?
In general, pulse oximeters are used to provide
insight into the functioning of the patient’s respi-

ratory system. It can be used anytime these lev-
els need to be tested or diagnosed.

In the senior care and home care setting, a
portable pulse oximeter like the one shown
above is most commonly used to treat or diag-
nose patients with respiratory diseases that
cause low levels of oxygen in their blood when
they breathe air. A pulse oximeter is an easy,
noninvasive way to measure oxygen levels at any
time so supplemental oxygen amounts can be
adjusted as needed throughout the day.

In addition, different types of pulse oximeters
are also commonly used in the hospital setting,
often during surgery with anesthesia or in the
recovery room. They are also used in sleep labs

as a part of sleep apnea diagnosis. In a nonmed-
ical setting, pilots and athletes commonly re-
quire spot checks at high altitudes or during
rigorous training.

HOW DO THEY WORK?

Generally, pulse oximeters work by shining two
different kinds of light (red and infrared)
through a thin part of a patient’s body, usually a
fingertip or earlobe. Blood absorbs light differ-
ently depending on the level of oxygen it con-
tains: oxygenated blood absorbs more infrared
light than red light. So by comparing the changes
in amounts of red and infrared light received,
the instrument can calculate the SpO, reading.
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As a side benefit, you can also check your
pulse, as the increase in the amount of blood with
each heartbeat also affects the light.

IS A PRESCRIPTION REQUIRED?

It depends on the device and how it’s being used.
According to the FDA, if an oximeter is accurate
enough to diagnose or treat a disease, a prescrip-
tion is generally required. If not, a prescription
may not be needed. For example, if an athlete or
rock climber wanted to monitor their pulse and
oxygen levels, they could purchase an OTC
model that is not intended for diagnosis and
would not require a prescription. To be sure, ask
the device manufacturer.

WHAT TYPE OF PULSE OXIMETER DOES
MY CLIENT NEED?
There are three common types that fit a variety of

needs. The most common is the portable finger-
tip pulse oximeter, which is often used at home.
It is relatively inexpensive, lightweight and easy
to use. However, it doesn't always provide an ac-
curate reading for those with circulatory prob-
lems. Also, it is designed for spot checks instead
of continuous monitoring, so there are also sev-
eral other options available.

The handheld pulse oximeter is most com-
monly used in hospitals and has a clip and wire
attached to a handheld monitor. It can be clipped
to a finger, earlobe or toe in an emergency situa-
tion and can be used for spot checks or continu-
ous monitoring. The monitor can record the
patient’s information for several hours at a time.
Many models also come with a built-in alarm that
sounds if the patients SpO, or pulse rate goes
outside a designated range. Some also include the
ability to connect directly to a printer to prevent

documentation errors.

The final type is a wrist pulse oximeter that has
a small fingertip sensor that is attached to a wrist-
watch style recording system that continuously
monitors the blood oxygen saturation level and
pulse rate. It is ideal for monitoring daily activi-
ties or for an overnight sleep study because it al-
lows the freedom to perform daily tasks and has
amemory that can last for several days at a time.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Ashley Wood is the direc-
tor of operations for Sunset Healthcare Solu-
tions, a national manufacturer and distributor
of CPAP, oxygen and other respiratory sup-
plies. She can be reached at ashley@sunsethcs.
com or 312-533-2446. For more information
on the products mentioned in this article, visit
the company’s website at www.sunsethcs.
com.

SUNSET HEALTHCARE SOLUTIONS COMFORT CANNULA WITH

CUSHIONS

Increase patients’ comfort and satisfaction with Sunset’s Comfort Cannula with built-in soft foam
cushions. The cushions protect sensitive ear tissue and are added during the manufacturing
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process so they are guaranteed to stay on the tube with no assembly required. Simply slide the
cushions into place behind the top of the ear for the best fit. All Sunset oxygen nasal cannulas are
tested and proven to provide maximum safety and comfort. The tubes are six-channel, kink-free
safety tubes to ensure uninterrupted airflow. The nasal prongs are curved and tapered for
comfort that feels natural and the material is soft, memory-free and lightweight for long-term
use. Ear cushions are available as a separate purchase to add them to your own cannula.

Sunset Healthcare Solutions, 877-578-6738, www.sunsethcs.com
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RESPCARE ALOHA NASAL PILLOW SYSTEM

RespCare introduces the latest design of its CPAP interface device, the Aloha. The Aloha is a
nasal-pillow style patient interface that is lightweight and quiet, and offers a stable and
comfortable seal. The Aloha features proprietary Arced-Track technology that allows the angle
of the pillow reservoir to be adjusted for a more customized, natural fit. The interface's ball-
and-socket elbow adapts to the most active sleepers, accommodating various sleeping
positions. The Aloha system comes standard with three different pillow sizes and a headgear
with Comfort Wraps. The Aloha contains all of the components required to properly size the
patient, eliminating the hassle of opening multiple products to get the right fit.

RespCare, Inc., 800-200-9842, www.respcare.com
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PHILIPS RESPIRONICS ULTRAFILL HOME OXYGEN FILLING SYSTEM
Philips Respironics” UltraFill is an advanced home oxygen system that combines a stationary
oxygen concentrator, filling station and standard or optional high-capacity cylinders to meet
the needs of a wide range of oxygen patients, including those who are highly active or require
continuous flow oxygen. UltraFill’s long-lasting 3,000 PSI cylinders are capable of providing
patients with greater than 40 percent more oxygen than similar sized 2,000 PSI cylinders.
UltraFill also has the needs of home care providers in mind with features intended to save
money by reducing deliveries and utilizing existing inventory.

Philips Respironics, 724-387-5000, www.philips.com/respironics
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