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Obstructive sleep apnea (OSA) affects millions, with continuous positive airway pressure (CPAP) therapy 

remaining the cornerstone of treatment. But simply prescribing a device does not guarantee success; adherence 

rates often fall short, leaving patients vulnerable to the long-term sequelae of untreated OSA.

The challenge lies in moving beyond the technical efficacy of the machine to genuinely integrate the patient's 

lived experience into the therapeutic strategy. This means understanding the barriers to consistent use and 

proactively addressing them from the initial diagnosis through long-term management.

K E Y  TA K E AWAY S

º The Pivot: CPAP therapy success is less about the device's technical capabilities and more about how well 

it integrates into a patient's daily life and comfort.

º The Data: No specific data points from research papers were provided for this topic.

º The Action: Clinicians should prioritise comprehensive patient education, personalised mask fitting, and 

continuous support to improve CPAP adherence.

Obstructive sleep apnea, characterised by recurrent episodes of upper airway collapse during sleep, leads to intermittent 

hypoxia and sleep fragmentation. This chronic condition is associated with significant morbidity, including increased 

risks of cardiovascular disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes, and impaired cognitive function. CPAP therapy, by delivering a 

continuous stream of air to keep the airway open, effectively mitigates these physiological disturbances.

Despite its proven efficacy in normalising breathing and improving sleep architecture, CPAP adherence remains a 

persistent clinical hurdle. Many patients struggle with consistent use, often discontinuing therapy within the first few 

months. This failure to adhere undermines the potential health benefits and represents a significant unmet need in 

OSA management. The focus must extend beyond merely providing a device to ensuring its practical, comfortable, and 

sustained integration into a patient's routine.

Understanding the Adherence Gap
The reasons for poor CPAP adherence are multifactorial, encompassing issues related to device discomfort, inadequate 

patient education, and insufficient ongoing support. Patients frequently report difficulties with mask fit, air leaks, skin 

irritation, and the noise generated by the machine. These physical discomforts can quickly lead to frustration and 

abandonment of therapy, particularly during the initial adaptation phase.

Beyond physical discomfort, psychological factors play a substantial role. Many patients find the idea of sleeping with 

a mask restrictive or stigmatising. The perceived burden of nightly use, coupled with a lack of immediate symptomatic 
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relief for some, can diminish motivation. Clinicians must acknowledge these subjective experiences as legitimate barriers, 

rather than dismissing them as mere patient non-compliance.

Effective patient education is paramount from the outset. Patients need a clear understanding of OSA, its long-term 

health consequences, and how CPAP directly addresses these risks. Simply explaining the mechanics of the machine is 

insufficient. Education should cover the benefits of consistent use, potential side effects and how to manage them, and 

practical tips for mask maintenance and troubleshooting common issues. Without this foundational knowledge, patients 

are ill-equipped to navigate the challenges of therapy.

Personalising the Approach to CPAP
A one-size-fits-all approach to CPAP therapy is demonstrably ineffective. Each patient presents with unique anatomical 

features, lifestyle considerations, and psychological predispositions. Personalised mask selection is a critical first step. 

The market offers a wide array of mask types (nasal pillows, nasal masks, full-face masks), and what works for one 

patient may be intolerable for another. Proper fitting by an experienced technician can significantly improve comfort 

and reduce air leaks, which are common causes of early discontinuation.

Beyond the initial fitting, patients require ongoing support to address evolving needs. Weight fluctuations, changes 

in sleep position, or the development of new allergies can all impact mask comfort and seal. Regular follow-up 

appointments, either in person or via telehealth, allow clinicians to reassess mask fit, adjust pressure settings, and 

troubleshoot any emerging problems. This continuous engagement reinforces the therapeutic relationship and provides 

opportunities for re-education and motivation.

The integration of digital health tools also offers avenues for enhanced patient experience. Remote monitoring systems 

can track CPAP usage data, allowing clinicians to identify non-adherent patients proactively. These systems can also 

provide patients with real-time feedback on their usage, empowering them to take a more active role in their own care. But 

these tools are only effective if patients understand how to use them and perceive their value. For example, some patients 

may benefit from understanding how AI and wearables are transforming sleep diagnostics, which can contextualise their 

own device data.

Addressing Common Challenges
Dry mouth and nasal congestion are frequent complaints among CPAP users. Heated humidifiers can significantly 

alleviate these symptoms by adding moisture to the delivered air. Patients should be educated on the proper use and 

maintenance of humidifiers, including regular cleaning to prevent bacterial growth. Nasal saline sprays or decongestants 

may also be helpful for managing congestion, but their use should be guided by a clinician.

Pressure intolerance is another common barrier. Some patients find the sensation of pressurised air uncomfortable, 

particularly at higher settings. Ramp features, which gradually increase pressure over a set period, can help patients 

fall asleep more easily. Auto-CPAP devices, which automatically adjust pressure based on breathing patterns, can also 

improve comfort by delivering only the necessary pressure. Clinicians should explore these options with patients, 

tailoring the pressure settings to individual tolerance and efficacy.

The noise of the CPAP machine, while often minimal with modern devices, can still be disruptive for some patients or 

their bed partners. Placing the machine on a stable surface, away from the bed, and ensuring filters are clean can help 

reduce noise. For particularly sensitive individuals, white noise machines or earplugs may be beneficial. Addressing 
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these seemingly minor issues can make a substantial difference in a patient's willingness to use the device consistently.

Patient experience extends beyond the physical device itself. The administrative burden of obtaining and maintaining 

CPAP equipment, including navigating insurance approvals and supply refills, can be daunting. Streamlining these 

processes and providing clear guidance can reduce patient frustration. Support groups or counselling can provide valuable 

emotional support and practical advice from peers who share similar experiences.

Clinicians must also consider the broader context of patient health. Comorbidities such as obesity, cardiovascular 

disease, or mental health conditions can complicate CPAP adherence. A holistic approach that addresses these 

co-existing conditions, alongside OSA management, is essential. For instance, understanding the patient experience 

in non-traditional care settings can offer insights into how systemic issues impact patient engagement with long-term 

therapies.

The initial period of CPAP use is critical. Many patients discontinue therapy within the first few weeks or months. 

Intensive support during this phase, including frequent check-ins and proactive problem-solving, can significantly 

improve long-term adherence. This might involve nurse-led clinics, dedicated CPAP educators, or even peer support 

programs. The goal is to normalise the experience and empower patients to overcome early challenges.

Placing the patient experience at the centre of CPAP therapy requires a fundamental shift in clinical practice. It moves 

from a model of simply prescribing a device to one of comprehensive, empathetic, and ongoing support. This approach 

acknowledges that successful therapy is not just about the machine's ability to keep an airway open, but about the 

patient's ability and willingness to integrate it into their life. Without this shift, many patients will continue to suffer 

the consequences of untreated sleep apnea, despite the availability of an effective treatment. The Oxford Handbook of 

Respiratory Medicine offers further guidance on managing complex respiratory conditions, including OSA.

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

The persistent challenge of CPAP non-adherence highlights a critical gap in how sleep apnea is managed. 

Clinicians often focus on diagnostic criteria and device settings, but the real battle is won or lost in the patient's 

bedroom. A technically perfect machine is useless if it sits in a drawer.

This means investing more time upfront in patient education and mask fitting. It is not enough to hand over a 

device and a manual; patients need to understand the 'why' behind the therapy and feel comfortable with the 

'how'. Follow-up should be proactive, not reactive, catching problems before they lead to abandonment.

Industry also bears responsibility. Device manufacturers must continue to innovate for comfort, quietness, 

and user-friendliness, moving beyond mere efficacy. Simpler interfaces, lighter masks, and more intuitive 

troubleshooting guides could significantly improve the patient experience.

Successful CPAP therapy demands a partnership. When clinicians, patients, and manufacturers align on the 

goal of sustained, comfortable use, the long-term health benefits of CPAP can finally be fully realised. Anything 

less is a disservice to patients struggling with a serious chronic condition.

EDITORIAL & AI STANDARDS

ART-2026-1729  ·  09/26 3 / 4
https://thelifesciencefeed.com/pulmonology/obstructive-sleep-apnea/why-cpap-success-isnt-about-the-device-but-the-patient-experience



PULMONOLOGY / OBSTRUCTIVE SLEEP APNEA

6 September 2026

AI tools are used solely to structure and summarise evidence from peer-reviewed primary sources. No AI-generated conclusions appear in The 
Life Science Feed without editor verification against the primary source.
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