Patient Education

How to use a PAP device

The Basics
Written by the doctors and editors at UpToDate
What is sleep apnea?

This is a condition that makes you stop breathing for short periods while you are asleep. If you have obstructive sleep apnea, you stop breathing because
your throat narrows or closes (figure 1).

People with sleep apnea do not know they stop breathing when they are asleep. But they do sometimes wake up startled or gasping for breath. They also
often hear from loved ones that they snore or stop breathing.

What is a PAP device?

A "positive airway pressure," or "PAP," device helps people with obstructive sleep apnea keep their airway open while they sleep (figure 2). You wear a
mask, and the PAP device gives a steady level of pressure to keep your airway open.

PAP devices give different levels of pressure:

e "Continuous positive airway pressure," or "CPAP" — This uses the same amount of pressure when you breathe in and out to keep your airways
open.

o "Bilevel positive airway pressure," or "BPAP" — This gives you more pressure when you breathe in and less pressure when you breathe out.
e "Auto-titrating positive airway pressure," or "APAP" — This automatically changes the pressure based on how you are breathing.

Most PAP devices have:
o A face mask, with straps to keep it in place — There are different types of masks. They can go:

In the nostrils

e Over the nose

e Over the nose and mouth

e Tubing — This connects the mask to the device.

e A pump or motor — This creates the air pressure that flows through the tubing to the face mask.
If needed, the machine can also give you extra oxygen.
How do I use a PAP device?

Some people start using PAP in a sleep lab. For others, a respiratory therapist (breathing specialist) comes to their home. The therapist helps fit the mask
and teaches you how to use the device.



Here are the general steps:

e Put the face mask on, and fasten the straps.

The mask needs to be comfortable and fit snugly so no air can leak out. You might need to try a few different masks to find one that is most
comfortable for you.

It might be easier to adjust the mask with the device turned on. This can help you tell if there are air leaks.

Connect the mask to the device with the tubing.

Turn on the PAP device. It is set to give you air at a certain pressure. The therapist sets the pressure level based on your doctor's instructions.

Most often, you use the PAP device when you sleep. For most people, this means at night. Sometimes, your doctor will have you use it when you sleep
during the day or at other times. Your doctor might want you to use the PAP device for at least 4 hours each night.

How long you need the PAP machine is based on why you are using it. Most people with obstructive sleep apnea need PAP for the rest of their life.
What else should I know?
Your doctor can help you manage any problems.

e If you are having trouble getting used to wearing the mask, try these steps:

e While you are awake, start by just holding the mask up to your face.

¢ Next, add the hose to the mask, but don't put the straps on.

¢ Hold the mask and hose on your face, and turn the machine on.

e When you are comfortable, put the straps on.

e When you can breathe comfortably sitting up, try lying back a little at a time. Work on lying back until you are fully reclined.

e Use the PAP for a nap or a few hours during the day, and then move on to using it at night.

e If your nose is dry, use a humidifier in the room where you sleep. Some PAP machines come with a built-in humidifier. Ask about using a saline
spray or a prescription spray to help with a stuffy nose.

Talk to your doctor if you need help with how the mask fits or if it is bothering your skin. Swelling and sores on the nose are often a result of a
poorly fitting mask.

It might help to read a book or watch TV while getting used to wearing the mask. Talk therapy or other motivational tools might help, too.

Learn how to care for the PAP device. Know what parts need to be cleaned or replaced, and how often. Keep the contact information for your
equipment company where you can easily find it, such as close to your machine.

Think about how you will handle a power outage. Plan for emergency situations. You might need a generator or battery backup.
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figure 1: Airway in a person with sleep apnea



Normally, when a person sleeps, the airway remains open, and air can pass from the nose and mouth to the lungs. In a person with sleep apnea, parts of
the throat and mouth drop into the airway and block off the flow of air. This can cause loud snoring and interrupt breathing for short periods.
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figure 2: Positive airway pressure ("PAP") for obstructive sleep apnea

The PAP mask gently blows air into your nose while you sleep. It puts just enough pressure on your airway to keep it from closing. This mask fits over just
the nose. Other PAP devices have masks that fit over the nose and mouth.
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Disclaimer: This generalized information is a limited summary of diagnosis, treatment, and/or medication information. It is not meant to be comprehensive
and should be used as a tool to help the user understand and/or assess potential diagnostic and treatment options. It does NOT include all information
about conditions, treatments, medications, side effects, or risks that may apply to a specific patient. It is not intended to be medical advice or a substitute
for the medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment of a health care provider based on the health care provider's examination and assessment of a patient's
specific and unique circumstances. Patients must speak with a health care provider for complete information about their health, medical questions, and
treatment options, including any risks or benefits regarding use of medications. This information does not endorse any treatments or medications as safe,



effective, or approved for treating a specific patient. UpToDate, Inc. and its affiliates disclaim any warranty or liability relating to this information or the use
thereof.The use of this information is governed by the Terms of Use, available at https://www.wolterskluwer.com/en/know/clinical-effectiveness-terms.
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