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The prevention of infection is a major priority in all healthcare and everyone has a part to play.
• Please decontaminate your hands frequently for 20 seconds using soap and water or alcohol gel if available
• If you have symptoms of diarrhoea and/or vomiting, cough or other respiratory symptoms, a temperature 

or any loss of taste or smell please do not visit the hospital or any other care facility and seek advice  
from 111

• Keep the environment clean and tidy
• Let’s work together to keep infections out of our hospitals and care homes.
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Blood Gas Test
Respiratory

This leaflet has been written to provide information on how and why we measure your blood 
oxygen levels. It is not intended to replace talking to a healthcare professional. 

Introduction 
This leaflet aims to provide information on blood gas testing. A blood gas is a special blood test 
which is used to assess the gases in your blood, in particular your blood oxygen but also your carbon 
dioxide levels.

Why do I need to have this test?
The blood gas test measures the levels of oxygen and carbon dioxide in your blood. By measuring 
the levels of these two gases we can tell how efficiently your lungs are working.

Some people with very low oxygen levels may benefit from using oxygen therapy.

A blood gas test is typically used during an oxygen therapy assessment, which is a set of tests used to 
measure the levels of oxygen in your blood and to see if they are low enough for oxygen therapy to 
be helpful.

What happens before the test?
Before the test begins, a healthcare professional will explain the test to you in detail and will answer 
any questions that you may have.

What happens during the test? 
The method we use to obtain a blood gas sample is called an earlobe capillary blood gas sample. You 
can find a brief overview of this method below.

What is an earlobe Capillary Blood Gas (CBG) sample? 
This method of blood gas testing is commonly referred to as either a CBG (‘see-bee-gee’) or ‘cap-gas’. 
It is a relatively simple and painless way of obtaining a blood sample from a small blood vessel called 
a capillary.

We have capillaries all over the body, but the most accessible for this type of test is from the earlobe. 
By taking the blood from an earlobe capillary (capillaries are the smallest blood vessels located inside 
all tissues), and not directly from an artery (a large blood vessel carrying oxygenated blood away 
from your heart), we can ensure very little discomfort and less post test side effects.
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The test involves having a small amount of a warming cream applied to an earlobe that helps 
increase blood flow, the cream will make your earlobe feel hot and appear red in colour. 

After approximately 20 minutes the healthcare professional will then prick the earlobe with an 
automated incision device that punctures the skin. The blood droplets that form are then captured 
in a small plastic tube called a capillary tube.

The collected blood is then put through a blood gas machine which analyses the blood gases, for 
example, the oxygen and carbon dioxide levels.

The earlobe blood gas test cannot be used if you are acutely unwell or currently admitted into 
hospital.

The advantage of the earlobe method of blood gas testing is that numerous samples can be taken 
without any significant pain or discomfort. This can be particularly useful during an assessment for 
oxygen therapy when multiple samples may be required both on and off oxygen.

Why do I need a blood gas test?
In respiratory medicine the most common reason for a blood gas test is if an oxygen assessment has 
been requested by your doctor or healthcare professional.

An oxygen assessment will be performed when your lung condition is stable and when you do not 
have a chest infection.

Oxygen levels can dip down during a chest infection, but unless your oxygen level stays low it is 
usually not necessary to have oxygen at home.

The assessment involves measuring your blood gases on 2 occasions, a few weeks apart. Your oxygen 
levels will be tested while you are sitting down by taking a CBG.

As well as the CBG we may also assess your resting oxygen levels using an oximeter. This involves 
attaching a clip to the end of your fingertip. This will tell us the percentage of oxygen in your blood. 
The oximeter only provides information on your oxygen levels, it does not provide information on 
the other blood gas which is the carbon dioxide level.

Sometimes you will be asked to do a walking test to see if your oxygen levels go down as you 
exercise and, if that happens, whether extra oxygen means you can walk further. Just in case we 
need to do a walking test please make sure you are wearing comfortable shoes for the appointment.

Some people who do not need to use oxygen all the time can benefit from oxygen when they exert 
themselves. This is called ambulatory oxygen. This is only beneficial in people whose oxygen levels 
fall significantly when they walk.

The oxygen assessment needs to be completed before any oxygen can be prescribed.

When will I get my results? 
The blood sample is analysed immediately after it has been obtained, in most instances these results 
will be discussed with you during your appointment, especially if the blood gas is being taken as part 
of an assessment for oxygen therapy.

What happens if I have low levels of oxygen?
If your oxygen levels are low and you need to be started on oxygen therapy, your blood gases will be 
checked again while you are breathing in extra oxygen.  

The oxygen is delivered via the nose by small see-through tubes known as nasal cannula or 
sometimes via a face mask covering the nose and mouth. This check will help work out how much 
oxygen you need to improve the level of oxygen in your blood.
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How should I prepare for the test?
If you are already on oxygen therapy then this may need to be removed for 30 minutes before the 
blood sample can be obtained.  

In some instances the blood sample will be taken whilst you are still using your oxygen treatment.

Please also remove any earrings prior to your visit to enable easy access to the earlobe.

Please do not wear any nail varnish or false nails as these can affect signal quality and give 
inaccurate readings from the finger probe oximeter.

How long will the appointment take? 
The actual measurement of obtaining the blood gas takes approximately 20−30 minutes, however, 
it is important to understand that a blood gas test is commonly performed as part of a wider 
medical assessment, for example assessing if you need oxygen treatment. Therefore the time of the 
appointment may vary. Typically an oxygen assessment which includes blood gases can take between 
30−60 minutes to complete. 

Are there any medical conditions that would prevent me from having 
the test? 

If you have a current, or have a recent chest infection (within the last four to six weeks post 
antibiotics) or if you are currently being treated with antibiotics for a chest infection, then please 
contact the department to discuss (contact details can be found at the end of this leaflet).

If you have a chest infection it is important that you do not delay starting antibiotics (or rescue 
medication) to enable you to attend your appointment.

A current or recent chest infection will impact on the baseline accuracy of the blood gas sample.

What should I do if I cannot attend on the day of my appointment? 
If you are unable to attend, please inform the department as soon as possible so that the 
appointment time can be offered to another patient.

If you are unfortunately admitted into hospital please inform the ward staff of this appointment so 
they can re-arrange the test for you when you are feeling better.

Typically blood gas samples taken during an oxygen assessment need to be obtained when you are 
feeling well or when your medical condition is stable.

Further information
If you have any concerns or questions or require further information please contact: 

The Respiratory Centre (B1) 
New Cross Hospital 
Wolverhampton Road 
Wolverhampton 
WV10 0QP 
01902 695061  
(Select option 3 from the telephone menu)

Monday to Friday 9:00am to 5:00pm
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