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The present pandemic of coronavirus diseases (COVID-19) caused 
by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) 
has brought new insights for clinical management.1 Evidence is 
emerging for the various domains of clinical management of this 
novel disease. Hypoxemia is one of the common manifestations 
in patients with COVID-19. Many conventional understandings 
and management strategies for hypoxemic respiratory failure 
due to COVID-19 needed modifications given different underlying 
etiologies.2 Conventionally, patients with severe respiratory 
compromise require mechanical ventilatory support. For refractory 
hypoxemia, one of the lung recruitment strategies remains prone to 
ventilation under sedation or even neuromuscular blockade.3,4 But 
the concept of awake or conscious proning has been strengthened 
for hypoxemic respiratory failure in COVID-19 patients.5–7 Its 
proposed beneficial effect is due to lung recruitment, the opening 
of atelectatic alveoli, less ventilation-perfusion mismatch, and 
reduced intrapulmonary shunt.8

This issue of the journal publishes a retrospective observational 
study on 15 patients for the role of awake prone positioning 
in COVID-19 patients requiring oxygen therapy.9 Though small 
studies and case series have reported beneficial effects, many 
aspects of the conscious proning need to be researched further 
for definite evidence. Is conscious proning beneficial to all COVID-
19 patients with hypoxemia at all stages of lung pathology? Is the 
prone position the only answer? The evidence related to duration, 
intermittent vs. continuous proning, oxygen quantum and delivery 
device, escalation vs de-escalation oxygen therapy, patient 
selection, etc., need to be answered.

The pneumonitis in COVID-19 may be in the variable phase. 
The response to proning shall depend on lung compliance and 
recruitability.5,8 The differential beneficial effect has been reported 
in various reported literature for conscious proning in COVID-19 
patients. In the early phase wherein lung compliance is high with 
minimum recruitability, the response of awake proning may not 
be sustained. However, when COVID-19 severity progresses, the 
lung gets less compliance and thus the feasibility of recruitability 
and probably sustained beneficial response to proning.5,8 So, it 
is desirable to select the patients who would benefit, based on 
clinical assessment, imaging, or some surrogate markers. It needs 
to be emphasized that proning should not be considered as the 
sole strategy to improve the oxygenation. The awake proning 
needs to be supplemented with other timely strategies like oxygen 
supplementation, chest physiotherapy, steroids, anticoagulants, 
appropriate use of indicated antibiotics, etc.10–12 The authors report 
that partial pressure of arterial oxygen:the fraction of inspired 
oxygen (PaO2:FiO2) improved gradually over days with proning, 
but it needs to be emphasized that other interventions were also 

initiated in these patients.9 In the reported study, the mean oxygen 
saturation (SpO2) was 80% on admission for initiation of proning. 
This is primarily due to the absence of symptoms and so such 
patients are rightly labeled as happy hypoxic.10 The awareness of 
early identification of respiratory compromise needs to be made so 
that timely management without hypoxemic adverse effects occurs. 
So proning should be considered as one of the useful strategies 
among the multimodal approach for COVID-19 (though most 
remains experimental and being used on compassionate grounds).

In the reported study, the authors have not used high-flow 
nasal cannula but still observed the beneficial effect of prone 
positioning.9 The oxygen supplementations remain an important 
strategy while proning. In patients with low oxygen saturation, 
a stepwise approach is suggested, but it needs further research 
to assess for the choice of escalating or de-escalating approach 
for oxygen therapy. The escalating approach is the norm in most 
of the reported literature, but it may delay achieving the target 
acceptable oxygen levels. The de-escalation approach shall provide 
rapid achievement of the target oxygen levels but concerns of 
hyperoxia and increased dispersion and viral contamination-related 
issues remain. The concern for such a strategy remains but can 
be mitigated by using a surgical mask for patients, appropriate 
level protective equipment by healthcare workers, cohorting 
of the patient, and patient management in a negative pressure 
environment or with appropriate air exchanges.8 Also, hyperoxia-
related systemic effects occur after prolonged duration. The use of 
high flows and then de-escalating to target levels also need to be 
researched further. Many aspects related to oxygenation need to 
be individualized. The optimal timing and criteria for discontinuing 
prone ventilation are unclear and should be performed on an 
individualized basis. The target oxygen saturation needs to be 
individualized as some patients may warrant a lower target (e.g., 
patients with a concomitant acute hypercapnic respiratory failure 
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like in chronic obstructive airway disease) and others may warrant 
a higher target (e.g., pregnancy).8 Also, the patients of COVID-19 
present with fluctuations in the oxygen levels. It goes to nadir 
when a person is turned supine or feeding. The status of oxygen 
supplementations needs to be kept dynamic and strategies applied 
accordingly.

The “proning” has become the buzzword for positioning 
in COVID-19 patients.4,5,7,13 But other body postures like lateral 
and head up are also beneficial though to different levels as 
compared to the supine position. So, the protocol of proning 
needs to be redefined and mixed position protocol needs to 
be emphasized rather than just labeling it as awake proning. 
The positioning protocol as awake positioning: sit/head 
up-lateral recumbent-prone OR sit/head up-rotate-prone for 
improving oxygenation in COVID-19 patients needs to be further 
researched.14 Since the patient is awake, prolonged full prone 
may not be feasible all the times, so the effect of other positions 
like semi-prone and reverse Trendelenburg in prone also needs to 
be studied to extend the duration of beneficial positioning. The 
literature has not reported 100% beneficial effects of proning. 
The patient selection criteria are primarily based on conscious 
levels and the hemodynamic status. So, the patient selection 
and its futility needs to be decided. At times, the patient may 
deteriorate (worsening hypoxemia, increased work of breathing, 
hemodynamic instability) in a prone position. So, it is prudent to 
assess the patient after 10–15 minutes of proning for responders 
vs nonresponders vs worseneres and in case of deterioration, 
another position needs to be tried.15,16

The COVID-19 manifestations include cough, myalgia, chest 
pain along with other features. These may affect respiratory 
mechanics. The need for this symptom management including 
drugs like opioid should be further elucidated. The opioids may 
not only provide pain relief but also suppress the cough and thus 
reduce the risk of viral contamination but need to be studied further 
for their beneficial effects.17

So, to conclude conscious proning with spontaneous or 
assisted ventilation has emerged as a useful and easy-to-execute 
intervention in COVID-19 patients. More robust prospective 
randomized trials are required for a pragmatic approach for an 
overall beneficial effect of positioning protocols as an integrated 
multidimensional approach.
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