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Important Information

Medical Disclaimer: This guide is designed to provide general educational information about
CPAP therapy. It is not intended to replace the advice, diagnosis, or treatment
recommendations of your healthcare provider. Every patient's needs are different, and your
physician or sleep specialist has prescribed your specific therapy settings based on your
individual sleep study results. Always follow your provider's instructions and contact them with
any questions or concerns about your treatment.

Starting CPAP therapy is one of the most important steps you can take for your sleep health. I
understand that beginning any new treatment can feel overwhelming, and that is completely
normal. This guide was created to walk you through everything you need to know about your
CPAP device — from understanding how it works to keeping it clean and knowing when to replace
your supplies.

Many patients find that with a little patience and the right information, CPAP therapy becomes a
comfortable and even welcome part of their nightly routine. The goal of this guide is to give you the
knowledge and confidence to get the most out of your treatment.

If you have any questions that this guide does not answer, please do not hesitate to reach out to
your sleep medicine provider. We are here to support you on your journey to better sleep.

— Matthew Viereck, MD
Board-Certified Sleep Neurologist
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1. What Is CPAP?

CPAP stands for Continuous Positive Airway Pressure. It is the most commonly prescribed and
most effective non-surgical treatment for obstructive sleep apnea (OSA). A CPAP device is a
small, quiet machine that sits on your nightstand and delivers a gentle, steady stream of
pressurized air through a hose and mask while you sleep.

The pressurized air acts as a "pneumatic splint," keeping your upper airway open and preventing
the repeated collapses that cause the breathing pauses (apneas) and partial blockages
(hypopneas) characteristic of obstructive sleep apnea.

Components of Your CPAP System

Your CPAP setup consists of three main components that work together:

• The CPAP Machine: A compact device that contains a motor, generates pressurized air,
and typically includes a small water chamber (humidifier) to add moisture to the air you
breathe.

• The Tubing (Hose): A flexible tube, usually about six feet long, that connects the machine
to your mask and delivers the pressurized air. Some newer tubing options are heated to
reduce condensation.

• The Mask (Interface): The component that fits over your nose, mouth, or both, creating a
seal so the pressurized air can reach your airway effectively. Masks come in several different
styles to accommodate different preferences and needs.

Did You Know?

Modern CPAP machines are remarkably quiet — most operate at sound levels comparable to
a soft whisper (around 25–30 decibels). Today's devices are also quite compact and
travel-friendly, making it easier than ever to maintain your therapy wherever you go.

Types of Positive Airway Pressure Devices

While "CPAP" is often used as a general term, there are actually several types of positive airway
pressure devices. Your provider has prescribed the specific type that best suits your needs:
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• CPAP (Continuous Positive Airway Pressure): Delivers one constant, fixed pressure
throughout the night. This is the most commonly prescribed type.

• APAP (Automatic Positive Airway Pressure): Also called "auto-CPAP" or "auto-titrating."
This device automatically adjusts the pressure within a set range, responding to detected
events breath by breath. Many patients find this more comfortable.

• BiPAP / BPAP (Bilevel Positive Airway Pressure): Delivers two different pressures — a
higher pressure when you inhale and a lower pressure when you exhale. This is sometimes
prescribed for patients who need higher pressures or who have certain other conditions.

Note: Your provider has specifically chosen the type of device and pressure settings based on
your sleep study results. Do not change your pressure settings without consulting your sleep
medicine provider.
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2. How CPAP Works

To understand how CPAP therapy works, it helps to first understand what happens during
obstructive sleep apnea.

What Happens During Obstructive Sleep Apnea

When you fall asleep, the muscles throughout your body relax — including the muscles that
support the soft tissues in your throat and upper airway. In people with obstructive sleep apnea,
this relaxation causes the airway to narrow significantly or collapse completely, blocking the flow of
air to your lungs.

When this happens, your brain detects the drop in oxygen and briefly arouses you from sleep
(often without you being aware of it) so that your airway muscles re-engage and airflow resumes.
These cycles of airway collapse, oxygen desaturation, and arousal can occur dozens or even
hundreds of times per night, fragmenting your sleep and preventing you from reaching the deep,
restorative stages of sleep your body needs.

How CPAP Prevents Airway Collapse

Your CPAP device works by delivering air at a prescribed pressure that is just high enough to keep
your airway open. Think of it like air inflating a balloon — the continuous positive pressure acts as
an invisible splint, holding the walls of your airway apart so they cannot collapse or narrow.

This means that with CPAP therapy:

• Air flows freely to your lungs throughout the entire night

• Your oxygen levels remain stable

• Your brain is not forced to repeatedly wake you up to restore breathing

• You are able to cycle through all the normal stages of sleep, including deep sleep and REM
sleep

The Role of the Humidifier

Most modern CPAP machines include a built-in heated humidifier. The humidifier adds warm
moisture to the air you breathe, which serves several important purposes:
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• Prevents dryness of the nasal passages, mouth, and throat

• Reduces irritation and congestion that some patients experience

• Improves overall comfort, which helps with long-term adherence to therapy

Your humidity settings can typically be adjusted on the machine. If you experience dryness or
excessive moisture (sometimes called "rainout" when condensation collects in the tubing), talk to
your equipment provider about adjusting the humidity level or using heated tubing.
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3. Why We Use CPAP

Obstructive sleep apnea is far more than just snoring or feeling tired. It is a medical condition with
significant health consequences when left untreated. CPAP therapy is prescribed because it
effectively treats the root cause of these problems by keeping your airway open during sleep.

Health Risks of Untreated Sleep Apnea

Research has consistently shown that untreated obstructive sleep apnea is associated with a wide
range of serious health consequences, including:

• Cardiovascular Disease: Untreated OSA increases the risk of high blood pressure, heart
disease, heart failure, irregular heart rhythms (atrial fibrillation), and stroke.

• Metabolic Effects: OSA is associated with insulin resistance, type 2 diabetes, and difficulty
managing blood sugar levels.

• Daytime Impairment: Excessive daytime sleepiness increases the risk of motor vehicle
accidents and workplace injuries, and impairs concentration, memory, and decision-making.

• Mood and Mental Health: Untreated sleep apnea is linked to depression, anxiety, and
irritability.

• Quality of Life: Chronic poor sleep affects relationships, work performance, and overall
well-being.

Why CPAP is the Gold Standard: CPAP has been studied extensively for decades and
remains the most effective and reliable treatment for moderate to severe obstructive sleep
apnea. When used consistently, it eliminates or dramatically reduces apnea events, restores
normal sleep architecture, and addresses the downstream health consequences of untreated
OSA.
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4. Benefits of CPAP Therapy

Patients who use their CPAP consistently often notice meaningful improvements in how they feel,
sometimes within the first few days of treatment. While individual experiences vary, the following
benefits have been well-documented in clinical research and reported by patients:

✓ Better Sleep Quality
By preventing airway obstructions, CPAP allows you to sleep through the night without the
constant micro-arousals caused by apnea events. Many patients describe sleeping more
soundly and waking up feeling more refreshed than they have in years.

✓ Reduced Daytime Sleepiness
One of the most noticeable improvements is a significant reduction in excessive daytime
sleepiness. Patients often find they have more energy, better concentration, and improved
alertness throughout the day.

✓ Cardiovascular Protection
Consistent CPAP use helps lower blood pressure, reduces strain on the heart, and may
decrease the risk of heart attack, stroke, and abnormal heart rhythms associated with
untreated sleep apnea.

✓ Improved Mood and Mental Clarity
Many patients report improvements in mood, reduced irritability, and better emotional
regulation. Cognitive benefits include improved memory, sharper thinking, and better
decision-making.

✓ Elimination or Reduction of Snoring
CPAP effectively eliminates the loud snoring associated with sleep apnea, which is often a
welcome relief for bed partners as well.

✓ Metabolic Benefits
Treatment may help improve insulin sensitivity and blood sugar control, which is particularly
important for patients with diabetes or prediabetes.

✓ Reduced Nocturia
Many patients notice they wake up less frequently during the night to use the bathroom, as
untreated sleep apnea can contribute to increased nighttime urination.
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✓ Headache Relief
Morning headaches, which are common in sleep apnea due to fluctuations in oxygen and
carbon dioxide levels during the night, often improve or resolve with consistent CPAP use.

Patience Is Key

While some patients feel dramatically better within the first week, for others it may take several
weeks of consistent use to experience the full benefits. The most important factor in successful
CPAP therapy is using it every night for the entire time you are sleeping. Even partial use
provides some benefit, but consistent, all-night use provides the greatest improvements.
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5. Types of CPAP Masks

Choosing the right mask is one of the most important factors in CPAP success. The best mask for
you depends on your breathing patterns, facial structure, sleep position, comfort preferences, and
the pressure prescribed by your provider. There is no single "best" mask — only the best mask for
you.

Nasal Mask

A nasal mask covers your nose from the bridge to the upper lip area and is one of the most
popular mask styles. It provides a secure seal and works well for patients who breathe primarily
through their nose during sleep.

• Best for: Patients who breathe through their nose, those who need higher pressures, and
patients who move around during sleep

• Considerations: Not ideal for patients who primarily breathe through their mouth, though
adding a chin strap can help keep the mouth closed

Nasal Pillow Mask

Nasal pillow masks are the most minimal mask design. They feature small cushions ("pillows") that
rest at the entrance of each nostril, delivering air directly into the nasal passages. They are
lightweight and have very little facial contact.

• Best for: Patients who feel claustrophobic with larger masks, those who wear glasses or
read before bed, patients who sleep on their stomach or side, and those who have facial hair

• Considerations: May not be comfortable at higher pressure settings; may cause nasal
dryness or irritation in some patients

Full Face Mask

Full face masks cover both the nose and the mouth. They are the go-to option for patients who
breathe through their mouth during sleep, whether due to habit, nasal congestion, or anatomy.

• Best for: Mouth breathers, patients with chronic nasal congestion or allergies, patients on
higher CPAP pressures, and patients using bilevel (BiPAP) therapy
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• Considerations: Larger profile may feel bulky at first; may be more prone to air leaks;
some patients find them less comfortable for side sleeping

Mask Comparison at a Glance

Feature Nasal Mask Nasal Pillow Full Face Mask

Coverage Area Nose only Nostrils only Nose and mouth

Field of Vision Moderate Excellent Reduced

Mouth Breathers With chin strap With chin strap Yes – ideal

Side Sleepers Good Excellent Fair

Higher Pressures Good Fair Good

Claustrophobia Moderate Best option May be difficult

Facial Hair May leak Good option May leak

Finding Your Perfect Fit

A properly fitted mask is essential for effective therapy. Your equipment provider should help
you try on different mask styles and sizes to find your best fit. Keep in mind that the mask
should seal comfortably without being over-tightened — most leaks are caused by a mask that
is too tight, not too loose. If your current mask is not working well for you, talk to your provider
about trying a different style or size.
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6. Getting Started: Your First Nights

Adjusting to CPAP therapy takes time, and it is completely normal to find it awkward or
uncomfortable at first. Most patients need a few weeks to fully adapt. The following strategies can
help make the transition smoother:

Before Your First Night

• Practice wearing just the mask for short periods while you are awake — for example, while
reading or watching television. This helps you get used to the sensation of wearing it.

• Try turning the machine on and breathing with it while you are still awake to become familiar
with the feeling of pressurized air.

• Make sure your mask is fitted properly and the straps are snug but not overly tight.

• Fill the humidifier chamber with distilled water to the indicated fill line.

During Your First Weeks

• Use it every night: Consistency is key. Even if you can only tolerate it for a few hours
initially, put it on every night at bedtime and try to gradually increase the duration.

• Use the ramp feature: Most CPAP machines have a "ramp" setting that starts at a lower
pressure and gradually increases to your prescribed pressure over 15–30 minutes, making it
easier to fall asleep.

• Keep the machine nearby: Place it on your nightstand within easy reach so you can adjust
settings or put the mask back on if you remove it during the night.

• Be patient with yourself: It is very common to unconsciously remove the mask during
sleep in the first few weeks. If this happens, simply put it back on when you notice.

• Address discomfort early: If something is uncomfortable — the mask fit, the pressure,
dryness — contact your provider rather than giving up. Most issues have straightforward
solutions.
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What Does "Consistent Use" Mean? Most insurance companies and clinical guidelines
define adequate CPAP use as at least 4 hours per night on at least 70% of nights. However,
from a clinical perspective, the more you use your CPAP, the greater the benefits. The ideal
goal is to use it for the entire time you are sleeping, every night.



Getting Started with CPAP  |  Matthew Viereck, MD www.matthewviereckmd.com

Page 15

7. Cleaning and Maintenance

Keeping your CPAP equipment clean is important for both your health and the longevity of your
device. Regular cleaning helps prevent the buildup of bacteria, mold, and mineral deposits, and
ensures your equipment functions properly.

Daily Maintenance

• Humidifier chamber: Empty any remaining water from the chamber each morning. Do not
leave standing water in the chamber during the day.

• Mask cushion: Wipe down the mask cushion each morning with a CPAP-safe mask wipe
or a soft cloth dampened with warm water. This removes facial oils that can degrade the
silicone and compromise the seal.

• Refill with distilled water: Each evening, fill the humidifier chamber with fresh distilled
water before use. Tap water can leave mineral deposits that damage the chamber over time.

Weekly Cleaning

• Mask, headgear, and tubing: Disassemble and wash in warm water with a mild,
fragrance-free soap (such as a gentle dish soap). Rinse thoroughly and allow to air dry
completely out of direct sunlight.

• Humidifier chamber: Wash with warm soapy water, rinse well, and allow to air dry.

• Reusable filter: Rinse under running water and allow to air dry completely before
reinserting. Do not use soap on the filter.

Monthly Check

• Inspect your mask cushion and headgear for signs of wear, stretching, or deterioration

• Check your tubing for any holes, cracks, or discoloration

• Verify that your disposable filter is not visibly dirty or discolored (replace as needed)

• Wipe down the exterior of your CPAP machine with a slightly damp cloth
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Important Cleaning Reminders:

• Do not use bleach, alcohol, harsh chemicals, or antibacterial soaps on your equipment, as
these can degrade the materials and leave harmful residues.

• Do not place equipment in a dishwasher, washing machine, or dryer.

• Do not use tap water in your humidifier — always use distilled water.

• The FDA has issued warnings about certain UV and ozone-based CPAP cleaning devices.
Discuss with your provider before using any automated cleaning system.
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8. Supply Replacement Schedule

CPAP supplies are designed to be replaced at regular intervals. Over time, mask cushions lose
their seal, tubing can develop micro-tears, and filters become less effective. Replacing your
supplies on schedule ensures your therapy remains effective and comfortable.

Supply Item Recommended
Replacement

Why It Matters

Mask Cushion / Pillow Every 1–3 months Cushions lose shape and elasticity, leading to
air leaks and skin irritation

Full Mask Frame Every 3–6 months Frame rigidity decreases over time, affecting
the overall seal

Headgear / Straps Every 6 months Elastic stretches out, requiring over-tightening
which causes discomfort and leaks

CPAP Tubing Every 3 months Tubing develops micro-tears and can harbor
bacteria even with regular cleaning

Disposable Filter Every 2–4 weeks Filters trap dust and allergens; a clogged filter
reduces airflow and machine efficiency

Reusable Filter Every 6 months Even with rinsing, reusable filters degrade and
become less effective over time

Humidifier Chamber Every 6 months Mineral deposits and wear can affect
humidification performance

Chin Strap (if used) Every 6 months Elastic loses tension; fabric absorbs oils and
bacteria

Insurance Coverage for Supplies

Most insurance plans, including Medicare, cover CPAP replacement supplies on a set
schedule. Your durable medical equipment (DME) provider can help you understand your
specific coverage and set up regular supply shipments. Do not hesitate to ask about your
replacement schedule when you receive your equipment.
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9. Troubleshooting Common Issues

It is very common to encounter some challenges when starting CPAP therapy. Most of these
issues have simple solutions. Here are some of the most frequently reported problems and what
you can do about them:

Mask Leaks

Air leaks are one of the most common complaints. The most frequent cause is actually
over-tightening the straps. Try loosening the headgear slightly and repositioning the mask. Make
sure the cushion is clean (facial oils degrade the seal) and not worn out. If leaks persist, you may
need a different mask size or style.

Dry Nose, Mouth, or Throat

Increase the humidity setting on your machine. If you use a nasal mask and wake with a dry
mouth, you may be mouth breathing — a chin strap or switching to a full face mask can help.
Using a saline nasal spray before bed can also provide relief.

Nasal Congestion or Stuffiness

Make sure your humidifier is turned on and the setting is adequate. A saline nasal rinse before bed
may help. If congestion is persistent, talk to your provider about nasal treatments that may improve
your comfort.

Difficulty Falling Asleep

Use the ramp feature on your machine, which starts at a lower pressure and gradually increases.
Practice wearing the mask during relaxing activities before bed. Maintaining good sleep hygiene
(consistent bedtime, cool dark room, limited screen time) also helps.

Removing the Mask During Sleep

This is very common in the first few weeks. Try to put the mask back on whenever you notice it is
off. Over time, this tends to improve as you become accustomed to the sensation. If it persists, it
may indicate a comfort or pressure issue worth discussing with your provider.

Bloating or Swallowing Air (Aerophagia)

Some patients swallow air during CPAP use, causing bloating or discomfort. This is more common
at higher pressure settings. Sleeping with your head slightly elevated and avoiding sleeping on
your back can help. Your provider may also consider adjusting your pressure settings or switching
to a bilevel device.



Getting Started with CPAP  |  Matthew Viereck, MD www.matthewviereckmd.com

Page 19

Condensation in the Tubing (Rainout)

This occurs when warm, humidified air cools as it travels through the tubing. Using heated tubing,
reducing the humidity setting slightly, or keeping the tubing under your blankets to maintain
warmth can all help.

Skin Irritation or Pressure Marks

Make sure the mask is not too tight. Clean the cushion daily to remove oils. Using a mask liner or
barrier cream designed for CPAP use can help protect sensitive skin. If irritation persists, a
different mask style may be a better option.
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10. When to Contact Your Provider

While many CPAP issues can be addressed with the tips in this guide, there are times when you
should reach out to your sleep medicine provider or your durable medical equipment (DME)
company. Do not hesitate to ask for help — that is what your care team is here for.

Contact Your Sleep Medicine Provider If:

• You are using your CPAP consistently but still feel excessively sleepy during the day

• Your bed partner reports that you are still snoring, gasping, or stopping breathing despite
CPAP use

• You are experiencing new or worsening symptoms such as morning headaches, insomnia,
or frequent awakenings

• You are unable to tolerate CPAP therapy despite trying different masks and adjustments

• You have had significant weight changes (gain or loss) since your last sleep study, as your
pressure settings may need to be adjusted

• You develop new medical conditions or start new medications that may affect your sleep

Contact Your Equipment Provider (DME) If:

• Your machine is displaying error codes or not functioning properly

• You need help with mask fitting or want to try a different mask style

• You need replacement supplies

• You have questions about your machine's features or settings

• You need a travel bag or accessories
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A Final Note from Dr. Viereck

Starting CPAP therapy is an investment in your health that pays dividends for years to come.
I know the adjustment period can be challenging, but I encourage you to stay the course. The
vast majority of patients who commit to using their CPAP consistently find that it becomes a
natural part of their routine and that they feel noticeably better.

Remember, your sleep medicine team is here to support you. If something is not working, we
want to hear about it so we can help you find a solution. Better sleep is within reach, and you
have already taken the most important step by starting treatment.

Wishing you restful nights and energized days,
Matthew Viereck, MD
Board-Certified Sleep Neurologist
www.matthewviereckmd.com

This guide is provided for educational purposes only and does not constitute medical advice. Always consult your
healthcare provider for guidance specific to your individual condition and treatment.


