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CHECKING YOUR OXYGEN LEVEL: KEEPING A PULSE OXIMETER DIARY 

 

Your doctor has given you, or your carer, this diary and pulse oximeter because you have symptoms 

of COVID-19. COVID-19 is a viral illness – most people get a mild illness and recover quickly in around 

a week, but for a small proportion of people, the illness can become serious.  

Sometimes people with the illness become unwell quite quickly. This means that together, we need to 

keep a close eye on you by monitoring how fast your heart is beating and the level of oxygen in your 

blood. We also need to monitor your breathing.  

To do this we need you, or your carer, to keep a record of these measurements in the diary – this will 

help your doctor and the carers looking after you to advise you on the best treatment.  

Measuring your heart rate and blood oxygen level with a finger-tip device 

A pulse oximeter is a small device that measures how fast your heart is beating and the level of 

oxygen in your blood. This device clips painlessly onto the end of your finger and takes measurements 

with a sensor. Blood oxygen level is the most accurate way of keeping an eye on your progress with 

COVID-19.  

The usual oxygen level in the blood in a healthy 

person is between 95% and 99%. Some people 

with long-term lung problems will have a lower 

level than this. 

 

The oxygen level is sometimes called the 

‘oxygen saturation level’, shortened to ‘sats’.  

 

The usual heart rate for an adult when resting is 

between 50 and 90 beats per minute, but this 

depends on your level of fitness. It may also be 

increased after you have eaten a meal. 

 

Please note your model of pulse oximeter may 

vary from the one shown – it is important you or 

your carer carefully follow the instructions 

provided with your device. 
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How to use a Pulse oximeter 

Follow these instructions to make sure the pulse oximeter gives an accurate reading: 

 Remove any nail polish or false nails and warm the patient’s hand if cold. 

 Make sure the patient has been resting for at least five minutes before taking 

the measurement. 

 The patient’s hand should be resting on their chest at the level of the heart 

and held still. 

 Switch the pulse oximeter on by pressing the power button once and place it 

on their finger. It works best on the middle or index finger (shown in the 

diagram). It should not be used on the ear. 

 The reading takes time to steady. The pulse oximeter should be in place for at 

least a minute, or longer if the reading is not stable. 

 Record the highest result once the reading has not changed for 5 seconds. 

Sometimes the pulse rate continues to change every few seconds. If this 

happens, watch the display for a further 10 seconds and record the highest 

number seen. 

 Be careful to identify which reading is the heart rate and which is the oxygen 

level. See the instructions supplied with your pulse oximeter device. 
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Recording and acting on the result 

Write the information in the attached diary. Start writing from the line that says first reading and 

record 3 times a day after that. Take measurements at roughly the same time each day (e.g. at 

mealtimes, even if the patient has not eaten). Record extra measurements if you feel there is a change 

in breathing, the patient feels more unwell, or if there is another change in health.  

Ring the GP or 111 as soon as possible for advice if: 

 The patient’s oxygen level is staying at 94% or lower when sitting or lying down 

(for more than once in an hour); or 

 The patient is gradually feeling more breathless or unwell for 2 hours or more; or 

 The patient becomes short of breath when getting up to go to the toilet or 

bathroom (or a similar activity). 

 

Ring 999 for an ambulance if: 

 The patient is breathless and unable to complete short sentences at rest; or 

 Their breathing suddenly worsens within an hour; or 

 Their oxygen level is consistently 92% or lower (more than once in an hour); and 

 The patient wishes to be treated in hospital or their advanced care plan states they 

should be transferred to hospital if they become seriously unwell with COVID-19 

 

 

It is useful to also keep track of temperature if you are able to, to discuss when you speak to the 

doctor. As long as the oxygen level and breathing remain normal, you do not need to seek medical 

advice about a raised temperature alone.  

Other symptoms, such as cough, muscle aches, tiredness, mild chest pain, and change in taste or smell 

are less worrying. Paracetamol and regular fluids can help and most people will get better by 

themselves within 2-3 weeks. Remember to follow Government self-isolation advice via the NHS 

website (www.nhs.uk).  

Remember some people with COVID-19 infection may develop other problems or have other causes 

for their symptoms. If you develop other concerning symptoms, the NHS website provides helpful 

advice on when to contact the GP/ 111.  

Returning the pulse oximeter 

Please continue to use the pulse oximeter regularly until at least day 14 of your illness - assuming you 

have started to improve by then. Then return it by following the instructions provided by your doctor. 
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Home monitoring diary for people with COVID-19 

First Name       Surname       

Date of Birth         Age   NHS Number [if known]     

I live alone ☐     Carer at home ☐ 

Please record these at least three times a day  

Days since first 

symptoms 

started* 

Date Pulse 

bpm 

Oxygen level 

 %

Temperature 

°C 

I’m feeling 

better / same 

/ worse 

My breathing 

is better / 

same / worse 

Day Time 

First reading       

         

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        
 * if you start recording your pulse oximetry 5 days after the first symptoms started, record ‘5’ under Day 
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Days since first 

symptoms 

started* 

Date Pulse 

bpm 

Oxygen level 

 %

Temperature 

°C 

I’m feeling 

better / same 

/ worse 

My breathing 

is better / 

same / worse 

Day Time 

         

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

 


