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Pulse oximetry download for babies on 
the Neonatal Unit  
 

Introduction  

As discussed with you by your doctor your baby requires a 
pulse oximetry download to help make decisions about starting, 
stopping or making changes to their oxygen therapy.  

This leaflet gives you information about pulse oximetry 
download, also known as a sleep study or simply ‘download’.  
 

What is a pulse oximetry download?  

A pulse oximetry download is an assessment of your baby’s 
heart rate and oxygen levels over a period of 6 to 8 hours. It is 
no different from the continuous monitoring that your baby has 
received until recently. However, a download also provides a 
summary of oxygen levels and heart rate during the recording 
period in a printable form.  
 

Why does my baby need a pulse oximetry 
download?  

A pulse oximetry download is usually done to assess your 
baby’s breathing. Some babies require extra help with their 
breathing – the most common reason for this on the Neonatal 
Unit is chronic lung disease of prematurity. Premature babies 
are said to have chronic lung disease if they continue to require 
oxygen beyond the first few weeks of life. This is usually due to 
inflammation caused by premature birth as well as immaturity of 
their lungs.  

Babies with other health problems such as certain heart 
conditions or neurological conditions that can affect their 
breathing would also benefit from a download.  
 

How is a pulse oximetry download done?  

A download may be done in air or oxygen depending on your 
baby’s condition. We use a monitor to record your baby’s 
oxygen levels and heart rate.  
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The information from the recording is printed off and interpreted 
by your baby’s doctor who will then decide the appropriate 
treatment for your baby.  
 

When is a pulse oximetry download done?  

A download is usually done when your baby’s corrected 
gestational age is 35 weeks or later; in other words, when your 
baby is no more than 5 weeks from his/her due date. We would 
delay downloads for babies who have recently come off 
respiratory support or caffeine or if your baby is unwell.  
 

What if the baby’s oxygen requirement has 
gone up after the download - does this mean 
he/she has got worse?  

High levels of oxygen can cause damage to some of the 
developing organs of a preterm baby, whereas low oxygen 
levels can slow their overall growth and development.  

For this reason when babies are first born, we aim to maintain 
your baby’s oxygen levels somewhere in between.  

When babies are more mature and over 35/36 weeks, most of 
their organ development is complete and high oxygen levels 
are much less likely to cause damage. In these babies, the aim 
of oxygen treatment is to provide enough oxygen in order to 
improve growth and development without worrying about the 
harmful effects of high oxygen saturations. For this reason, you 
may find that your baby’s oxygen requirement has gone up 
after a download or that he/she has developed a new oxygen 
requirement. This is not a worsening, but because the aim of 
oxygen treatment and saturation targets have changed as your 
baby is now older.  
 

Where can I get more information?  

If you need more information about downloads or oxygen 
treatment please ask to speak to a doctor or respiratory nurse.  
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Further information  

You can obtain further information about chronic lung disease 
and oxygen from:  

Bliss  
Website: www.bliss.org.uk/parents/going-home-from-the-
neonatal-unit/going-home-on-oxygen  
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