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What is non-invasive ventilation (NIV) and how does it 
work?

Non-invasive ventilation (NIV) is a treatment to help with your breathing. 
If your breathing becomes difficult and your muscles tire, it can lead to 
a build-up of carbon dioxide (CO2) in your blood. In addition, you may 
not have enough oxygen in your blood.

NIV is used to support breathing in exacerbations of chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease, infections such as pneumonia, respiratory failure, 
muscle weakness, chest wall disorders and sometimes if breathing is 
limited by obesity.

NIV must be worn every night during sleep. It provides support for the 
lungs through a tight mask fitted carefully over the nose and/or mouth. 
A strap over your head will hold the mask firmly in place.

The mask is attached by a tube to the ventilator (breathing machine) 
which gently blows air into the lungs. This helps you breathe in and out 
more easily by supporting the muscles which make your lungs work. It 
doesn’t breathe for you, but gently assists each breath that you take. By 
assisting your breathing, NIV can increase the oxygen levels and 
decrease the carbon dioxide levels in your blood.
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Are there any side effects or risks of using NIV?

NIV can feel a bit strange to start with. However, most people get used 
to it fairly quickly. As with any treatment, side effects can occur 
although with NIV they are rarely severe and are easily resolved.

How will my mask be chosen?

The mask provided will be specifically selected to fit your face shape, 
mouth, nose and breathing pattern. You will be involved in the 
fitting, ensuring your comfort and preferences of mask are considered. 

How do I set up the NIV machine?

You will be shown how to set up and use the equipment, including; 
how to assemble your equipment, turn the machine on and off and 
connect oxygen if required. The machine will have been set up for your 
breathing and you will be unable to alter the settings accidentally.

You need to select a location near your bedside, such as a night stand, 
ensuring that your NIV machine is off the floor. Do not place your NIV 
machine above your head, as this could fall on you during the night if it 
gets pulled.

You will need to ensure there is a plug socket within easy reach of 
where your NIV is going to be.

What are common problems with NIV?

Mask seal problems – a small leak from the bottom of the mask is 
common and will not affect the performance of the NIV device. 
However, a large leak or a leak into the eyes can be problematic.

You can try tightening the headgear straps slightly although this can 
sometimes cause other problems. It can take a number of attempts to 
find the most comfortable and effective mask.   



page 4 of 12

Headgear straps should be tight enough to allow enough space to pass 
at least 2 fingers underneath the mask on either cheek.

Dentures can be a problem as a mask which fits well with dentures in 
place may not fit once they are removed at night. This is due to the mask 
needing a firm base around the mouth to ensure a good seal. If you take 
your dentures out at night, please ensure that the mask is fitted without 
them in. This will not be a problem if you wear your dentures 
throughout the night.

Beards and moustaches can affect the seal of your mask and lead to air 
leaking. This can be improved by trimming your facial hair, although in 
some cases you may need to shave your beard or moustache off 
completely.

Soreness on the nasal bridge – soreness on the bridge of the nose is 
an indication the mask is too tight at the top or a poor fit.

The mask will need to be either refitted or replaced as the soreness can 
become worse over time.

An adjustable forehead spacer (on the full face mask) can help to 
distribute the pressure more evenly and reduce pressure on the nasal 
bridge.   

Contact the PFU (Pulmonary Function Unit) immediately for advice – do 
not wait until your next appointment.

If you develop a red, tender area or a wound to the bridge of your nose, 
please contact your GP or pharmacy for advice regarding a suitable 
dressing.

Throat dryness – a dry mouth is very common when using NIV, 
particularly with a mask that covers the mouth.

Usually, sips of water when waking during the night is enough to 
resolve this. In severe cases, a humidification unit could be added to 
your machine.
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Nasal problems – it is common to suffer from nasal stuffiness, 
sneezing and a running nose when you first start treatment. This should 
settle on its own.

Sore eyes or dry eyes – this is normally due to poor position of the 
mask or incorrect mask size.

Readjusting the mask and headgear may resolve this problem.

If there is no improvement, contact PFU to arrange a review of your 
mask.

What other things may I have to consider when using 
my machine?

Glasses – Some masks make wearing glasses difficult. If this is a 
concern, please talk to the staff undertaking your mask fit.

Mirrors – to help you position and fasten your mask it may be useful to 
have a small free-standing mirror at the side of your bed.

Ramp function – this is a button you press once your machine has been 
turned on. This button has a triangular symbol on it. It reduces the 
pressure setting when you first put the mask on and then gradually 
increases it to your individual pressure settings. This allows you to get 
used to the flow and pressure of air from the machine more gradually 
and can help with your comfort.

Can I have a break from my NIV during the night?

You may wake up during the night for a number of reasons. You can 
remove your mask and turn off your machine until you are ready to go 
back to sleep. 

Alternatively for very short periods, keep your mask on but disconnect 
the tubing from the mask and leave the machine on.
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How do I clean the machine and mask?

Before cleaning, disconnect the machine from the power supply.

Do not immerse the machine in water or use any cleaning agents on the 
device.

Wipe the machine with a clean, damp cloth and then dry with a soft 
cloth.

Once the machine is completely dry, reconnect it to the power supply.
 

• Mask (daily care) – it is important to wipe the mask every day 
with a damp cloth. The more you look after your mask the longer 
it will last.
 

• Mask (weekly care) – the mask needs to be washed every week. 
Separate the mask from all attachments, gently wash in warm, 
soapy water (mild detergent). Rinse with clean, warm water and 
allow to air dry before using again.
 

• Tubing (weekly care) – the same procedure as with the mask, 
ensure all excess water is shaken off and hang the tubing vertically 
to allow the water to drain out.
 

• Filter (weekly care) – if there is a sponge filter at the back of your 
machine, this should be washed in a mild detergent every week. 
Allow it to air dry before placing it back in the machine.

 

Important:  Masks and tubing must be dried fully before use.
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Frequently asked questions

Who do I contact if there is a problem with my NIV or 
breathing?

If you feel unwell, your breathing is getting worse, or if you have new 
symptoms, you should call your GP for medical advice.

If your machine is not working correctly, then you need to contact PFU 
the next working day. On a weekend or bank holiday you need to 
contact Brearley 4 or the COPD nurses for advice.

Does my NIV machine need a service?

Your NIV and equipment will need to be checked every 12 months.

This usually happens at the same time as your treatment review, so 
please ensure that you bring your NIV machine and equipment to these 
reviews.

The SD card can be downloaded to help us to make changes to your NIV 
treatment.

Your mask and tubing will also be checked and changed if required.

Your NIV machine will be serviced in accordance with the 
manufacturer's instructions.

Why does the NIV machine keep alarming?

Your NIV normally alarms because there is too much air leaking from the 
sides of the mask or there is a fault with the machine.

If this persists, note down the fault code in the window of your machine 
and contact PFU.
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What should I do if I drop my NIV machine?

If you drop your NIV, even if you think it is working effectively, you need 
to contact PFU the next working day. Our maintenance department will 
need to check the function and electrical safety of your NIV machine.

What should I do if there is a power cut?

Firstly, don’t worry. Unless you are very reliant on your NIV, you will not 
suffer any long-term harm if you are not able to use it for a few 
hours. Speak to your power company and inform them that you have 
had a power cut and need to use a ventilator machine at night.

Can I take my NIV equipment on holiday with me?

You should take your NIV with you whenever you travel or plan to stay 
away from home overnight. Most machines can be used abroad by 
using a plug adaptor.

If you are flying, ensure that your NIV is taken on the aircraft as hand 
luggage to ensure that it is not damaged or lost.

Can I use my oxygen with my NIV?

It is important that oxygen is used with the machine if it is prescribed. 
You will have a port attached to the NIV machine and you will be shown 
where to attach your oxygen tubing. You will be informed of the correct 
oxygen rate to be used.

Should I bring my NIV equipment into hospital if I am 
admitted?

Yes, you must bring your NIV machine, tubing and mask with you if you 
are admitted. This is very important as you will need to continue to use 
your NIV whilst you are in hospital.
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Contact information

For enquiries regarding clinic appointments, issues with NIV machine, 
tubing or masks, please contact:

Brearley Outpatients department

• 0114 226 9800

Oxygen Nurses

• 0114 226 9175
• 0114 226 9207

Hospital COPD Nurses

• 0114 226 6388

Pulmonary Function Unit

• 0114 271 4784
• 0114 271 4044
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Other useful sources of information

Pulmonary rehabilitation

This is a specially designed programme for people with breathing 
problems. It combines exercise and education to help you become more 
in control of your breathing.

Contact: Active Programmes Team

• 0114 307 8260
 

British Lung Foundation

The British Lung Foundation exists to provide information and support 
for everyone living with a lung disease, and for the people who look 
after them.

• 03000 030555
• www.blf.org.uk

 

Breathe Easy

This is a support network of the British Lung Foundation. They provide 
information, support and friendships to all people living with a lung 
condition, their family, friends and carers.

They meet the second Wednesday of the month, 1.30pm - 2.30pm at:

Graves Health and Sports Centre, Bochum Parkway, Sheffield S8 8JR

• 0114 265 6182
• rgvscot@aol.com
• www.blf.org.uk/support-in-your-area/breathe-easy-Sheffiel

d-support-group
 

http://www.blf.org.uk
http://www.blf.org.uk/support-in-your-area/breathe-easy-Sheffield-support-group
http://www.blf.org.uk/support-in-your-area/breathe-easy-Sheffield-support-group
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Stop smoking service

Yorkshire Smokefree Sheffield
Sorby House,1st Floor
42 Spital Hill
Sheffield S4 7LG

• 0800 612 0011 (Free from landlines)
• 0330 660 1166 (Free from most mobiles)
• https://yorkshiresmokefree.nhs.uk

 

DVLA

Leaflet - Tiredness can kill (INF159):

• www.gov.uk/government/publications/tiredness-can-kill-ad
vice-for-drivers

https://yorkshiresmokefree.nhs.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/tiredness-can-kill-advice-for-drivers
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/tiredness-can-kill-advice-for-drivers
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