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Oxygen is our body’s most vital nutrient. We can
live for days without food or water, but we can’t
last for more than a minute or two without 

oxygen. It plays an essential role in converting the 
food we eat into energy, and oxygen speeds 
tissue repair and the healing of wounds.

      Concentrated oxygen has a host of 
therapeutic benefits. Since the 1600s,
physicians and inventors have experi-
mented with chambers that concentrate
oxygen, and the first modern hyperbaric
oxygen chambers (which produce 
oxygen at higher levels than atmos-
pheric pressure) were developed by
the military in the 1940s to treat
deep-sea divers who suffered from
“the bends,” or decompression
sickness. 

      In HBOT, air pressure is
raised up to three times higher
than normal atmospheric 
pressure, enabling the lungs to
gather much more oxygen than
would be possible breathing
pure oxygen at normal atmos-
pheric pressure. The blood carries
this extra oxygen throughout the
body, promoting healing by stimu-
lating the release of growth factors
and stem cells. HBOT was used during
heart and lung surgery in the 1950s and a
decade later it was used to treat carbon
monoxide poisoning. 

      According to the Undersea and
Hyperbaric Medical Society, a primary
source of scientific information for diving
and hyperbaric medicine physiology
worldwide, HBOT has been shown to 
be effective in the treatment of: 

� Decompression sickness 
� Arterial gas embolism (bubbles of air 

in the blood vessels)
� Carbon monoxide poisoning 

(with or without cyanide poisoning)
� Delayed radiation injury of the soft tissue or bones, 

including osteoradionecrosis
� Gas gangrene (a serious infection)

� Skin grafts and flaps that are not healing well 
with standard treatment

� Soft tissue infections in which tissues are dying 
(necrotic)

� Anemia due to severe blood loss 
(when transfusions are not an option)

� Crushing injuries in which there is not enough 
oxygen to repair the tissues
� Certain wounds that are not healing with  

standard treatment
� Thermal (heat) burns
� Abscess in the brain or head
� Osteomyelitis (chronic bone inflam-

mation) that does not respond to 
standard treatment 

� Blockage of the retinal artery 
(blood vessel in the back of the 

eyeball)

As researchers and health
care practitioners experiment
with HBOT, other conditions
have been treated as well, but
the lack of randomized clinical
trials makes it difficult to assess
the value of HBOT for those con-
ditions. At the same time, some

anecdotal reports are persuasive,
such as when Lyme disease

patients recover or when the behav-
ior of autistic children improves.

HOW IT’S DONE

HBOT can be performed in single-
person chambers or chambers that

hold more than a dozen people at a time.
In a single-person chamber, the patient
lies on a padded table or bed and the
chamber is gradually pressurized with
pure or partial oxygen. Patients are asked
to relax and breathe normally during treat-
ment. Chamber pressures typically rise
from 1 to 2.5 times the normal atmospher-
ic pressure. The most common side effects
are ear popping or mild discomfort, which
usually fades if the pressure is lowered 

or if the patient swallows frequently. At the end of the
session, which can last from thirty minutes to two hours,
technicians slowly depressurize the chamber.

Hyperbaric Oxygen Therapy (HBOT)
Maximizing the Body’s Most Vital Nutrient

Oxygen-rich blood
departs from the left
side of the heart and
enters the aorta, the
biggest artery in the

body, which then
branches into smaller
arteries, then into the
capillaries, where it
delivers oxygen and
nutrients to the cells
and takes in carbon
dioxide, water, and

waste, traveling back
through the veins to

the right side of 
the heart for

 replenishment.



35November–December 2014

      Most patients feel warm when they enter the 
chamber, comfortable during the session, and briefly cool
or chilled as the chamber’s pressure is released. A blanket
can make this last phase more comfortable.

      During the session, patients can listen to music,
watch videos, read, listen to audio books, or simply sleep. 

      Some conditions require only a few HBOT treatments
while others require daily treatments for a month or
more. Some American patients have received hundreds of
HBOT treatments over several years. Hyperbaric oxygen
therapy has a
cumulative
effect on the
body, and 
as changes
occur, future
treatments
build on
past effects.

      HBOT
is consid-
ered safe 
for all ages,
including
babies,
young 
children,
and the 
elderly,
unless 
certain 
physical conditions exclude them from therapy. 

      After an HBOT session, patients may feel lightheaded
or tired, but with repeated treatments they are more like-
ly to feel energized.

      Medicare, Medicaid, and most health insurance 
policies cover medically-approved uses of HBOT. 

CONTRAINDICATIONS

While HBOT is considered safe for most patients, 
it’s not an easy treatment for those with claustro-

phobia, and it isn’t recommended for patients with
emphysema or other lung diseases or for those using 
certain chemotherapy drugs, Antabuse, or sufamylon
creams. However, HBOT is considered safe for patients
with pacemakers, high fevers, and even the common
cold.

MYTHS & LEGENDS ABOUT HBOT

As hyperbaric oxygen chambers have become safer,
more efficient, more economical, and more widely

used, the treatment’s use has become widespread. But
there are still common misunderstandings about HBOT.
In Helena, at Dynamic Health Technologies (formerly
Universal Health Connection), CEO Carol Wilcock, RN,
describes two common myths:

      “The first thing people worry about is safety,” she
says. “This is because in the early days of HBOT, there
were spectacular explosions in which whole hospital
wings were destroyed.”

      In the confined space of a hyperbaric chamber, fire
can be catastrophic. Between 1923 and 1996, 77 human
fatalities occurred in 35 hyperbaric chambers. In
February of 2012, a 28-year-old woman and a horse 

died after a
hyperbaric
chamber
exploded at
an equine-
therapy 
center in
Florida. 
The acci-
dent called
attention 
to the need
for formal
certification
and
improved
operating
procedures
in the vet-
erinary use

of HBOT.

      “Treatment centers and hospitals that supply oxygen
at two or three times atmospheric pressure are especially
dangerous,” says Wilcock. “They need physicians in
attendance and multiple safeguards to protect against
combustion.”

      In contrast, the hyperbaric oxygen chamber at
Dynamic Health Technologies supplies oxygen at 1.3
times atmospheric pressure. “This is sufficiently
increased oxygen to produce excellent results, plus we
don’t have to worry about sparks or combustion,” she
says. 

      A second myth about HBOT is that one has to be
seriously ill to try it. “Many times I’ve heard people say
they’re interested but just not sick enough to use it,” says
Wilcock. “You don’t have to be seriously ill to benefit
from hyperbaric oxygen.”

The Vitaeris soft-chamber
HBOT unit is used 
at Dynamic Health

Technologies in Helena.
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      One medical doctor came because he noticed a
decrease in his ability to function at work prior to taking
multiple “dives” at Dynamic Health Technologies.

      “When I first considered this treatment,” he explains,
“I wasn’t physically ill, but felt exhausted and not able to
concentrate. I couldn’t complete tasks the way I had in
the past. Despite taking time off, I didn’t feel normal. It
was as if my brain had burned something out, and tasks
that once seemed simple were very difficult to accom-
plish. It was as if my thinking ‘locked up’ and stopped
working, accompanied by a great sense of exhaustion.”

      After his first dive, he didn’t feel an immediate differ-
ence, but after a series of 90-minute sessions, he noticed
significant improvement in his energy, stamina, concen-
tration, and ability to think clearly. “My ‘old self’
returned,” he says, “and completing tasks that once felt
nearly impossible became easy to do. I plan to keep
doing dives intermittently, since they help me to feel so
much better.” 

ATHLETES & HBOT

Hyperbaric oxygen’s greatest growth may be among
amateur and professional athletes. In Japan, where

the treatment is very popular, research has documented

improvements in recovery from injury and fatigue, post-
injury swelling, and injuries involving bones, muscles,
and ligaments. At the Nagano Winter Olympics in 1964,
athletes experiencing fatigue were able to continue per-
forming thanks to HBO treatment. 

      Tennis star Novak Djokovic and other tennis players
use hyperbaric oxygen to recover from long, exhausting
matches. When asked about his usage of HBOT, Djokovic
said, “I think this [HBOT chamber] really helped. Not 
for the muscles, but more for recovering after an exhaust-
ing match. It is like a spaceship—a very interesting 
technology.”

      Some football players sleep overnight in hyperbaric
chambers to help them recover from injuries and intense
training. During an interview with ESPN, Pittsburgh
Steelers linebacker James Harrison said, “It’s simple—
my body helps me make money.” 

      Portable one-person units can be placed on a bed,
making them convenient for traveling athletes and for
the health-conscious everywhere.

      “It’s exciting to see the improvements in people 
of every description when they try the HBOT,” says
Wilcock, “Delivering more oxygen can truly accelerate
the body’s ability to heal itself.”  �


