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Pulse Oximetry After 6-Minute Walk Test and Summit Success on 

Kilimanjaro 

Kilimanjaro is a popular destination for trekkers but only has summit success rates of 61-75%. 77% of 

climbers develop symptoms of altitude illness which is thought to be due to decreased oxygen in the 

blood. The primary aim of this study was to examine if low blood oxygen saturation could highlight the 

trekkers who are working nearer their ‘physiological limits’ and so are less likely to reach the summit. 

The study involved a 7-day Rongai route and 18 novice climbers doing a 6-Minute Walk Test. The test 

involved the participants walking as fast as possible between 2 points which were 25m apart over a 6-

minute period. Camps were held at 2,650m, 3,678m, 4,295 and 4,700m. The participants had baseline 

heart rate and pulse oximetry (a measure of blood oxygen saturation) measurements recorded before 

and after completing the six-minute walk test. The results were analysed to see whether there was any 

difference between those who reached the summit, those who reached the crater rim, and those who 

did not reach either.  

There was little difference between the groups and predicting success 

rates for climbing Kilimanjaro by using pulse oximetry is unlikely to be 

effective. The psychological factors of a climber (such as strong motivation 

and/or willpower) appeared to be more accurate indicators for ascent 

success. 

Daniels, R., 2012. Pulse oximetry after 6-minute walk test and summit success on 

Kilimanjaro. Wilderness & environmental medicine, 23(1), pp.95-96. 

 

 

 

Of the 18 participants, 89% reached Gilman’s point or 

higher and 67% reached Uhuru (lower point). No 

difference between the successful and unsuccessful 

trekkers was observed in the heart rate and pulse 

oximetry data. The author suggested that the 

psychological factors of a climber may be the main 

reason why a climber may fail to succeed. Those with 

good peer support and strong motivation are more likely 

to succeed and predicting summit success with pulse 

oximetry is unlikely to be effective on Kilimanjaro.  
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