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Wilderness Medical Society Clinical Practice Guidelines for the 

Prevention and Treatment of Acute Altitude Illness. 

 
This paper aimed to provide guidance on the prevention and treatment of acute altitude sickness. The 

guidelines presented apply to all travellers. Travel to elevations above 2,500m are associated with the 

risk of developing Acute Mountain Sickness (AMS), high altitude cerebral edema (HACE), and high 

altitude pulmonary edema (HAPE). Unacclimatised individuals are at risk when ascending above 2,500m 

and prior studies suggest that individuals susceptible to AMS can develop symptoms from 2,000m. 

Preventative measures can be taken to reduce the incidence or severity of AMS when travelling to 

altitude. Measures considered for prevention of AMS and HACE include methods such as a gradual 

ascent, whereby the meters ascended per day is controlled. In planning the rate of ascent, the sleeping 

altitude is considered more important than the altitude reached during waking hours. A slow increase 

in sleeping elevation is highly recommended.  

When planning a trip to high altitude, sufficient precautions must 

be taken and adhered to if known to be susceptible to Acute 

Mountain Sickness.  
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In addition to a gradual ascent, a staged ascent and 

preacclimatization is recommended. Two studies found 

that spending 6-7 days at moderate altitude before 

proceeding to higher altitudes decreases the risk of AMS. 

Hypoxic tents are also described as a useful tool in 

acclimatising the body to altitude, allowing an individual 

to sleep or exercise in hypoxic conditions before travel to 

altitude. Effective utilisation of hypoxic tents requires 

prior use over an appropriate number of weeks. 

Medications can also be used to minimise AMS but have 

risks, and should only be used if prescribed by a doctor. 
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