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DESCRIPTION
Acute Mountain Sickness (AMS) is a condition that can affect 
individuals who ascend to high altitudes too quickly. It is a 
common concern for trekkers, climbers, and tourists 
visiting mountainous regions. AMS, if not recognized and 
managed promptly, can lead to severe health complications. 
This article aims to shed light on AMS, its symptoms, causes, 
and strategies for prevention.

Symptoms of acute mountain sickness

AMS typically develops within hours to a day or two after 
reaching high altitudes, generally above 2,500 meters (8,000 
feet). The severity of symptoms can vary from mild to severe, and 
they often include

Headache: A persistent, throbbing headache is one 
of the earliest and most common signs of AMS. It is often 
described as a feeling of pressure on the head [1].

Nausea and vomiting: Nausea and vomiting are frequent 
symptoms, which can contribute to dehydration if not managed 
properly [2].

Fatigue and weakness: Individuals with AMS may feel excessively 
tired and weak, making it difficult to continue physical activities 
[3].

Dizziness and lightheadedness: A sense of 
dizziness or lightheadedness can be experienced, leading to 
unsteadiness and difficulty maintaining balance [4].

Insomnia: Difficulty in falling asleep or experiencing 
disrupted sleep patterns is a common issue at high altitudes.

Loss of appetite: AMS often leads to a reduced appetite, 
which can contribute to weight loss.

Shortness of breath: As the body struggles to adapt to lower 
oxygen levels, individuals may experience rapid breathing and 
shortness of breath, especially during physical exertion.

Swelling: Swelling of the face, hands, and 
feet, often referred to as peripheral edema, may occur in some 
cases.

Causes of acute mountain sickness

AMS is primarily caused by the reduced oxygen levels at higher 
altitudes. At higher elevations, the air pressure decreases, leading 
to a decrease in the partial pressure of oxygen. As a result, the 
body receives less oxygen with each breath, which can affect its 
ability to function optimally. This oxygen deficiency leads to a 
cascade of physiological responses that can result in AMS. The 
exact cause is not fully understood, but several factors can 
increase the risk of developing AMS [5].

Rapid ascent: Climbing or ascending to high altitudes too 
quickly does not allow the body enough time to acclimatize to 
the changes in oxygen levels.

Individual sensitivity: Some individuals may be more 
prone to AMS than others due to genetic or personal factors.

Altitude: AMS is more likely to occur at higher elevations. 
The risk increases significantly above 2,500 meters (8,000 feet) 
[6].

Dehydration: Failing to maintain adequate hydration 
levels can exacerbate AMS symptoms.

Pre-existing medical conditions: Certain medical conditions, 
such as respiratory disorders or heart problems, can increase the 
risk of AMS.

Preventing acute mountain sickness

Preventing AMS is essential for a safe and enjoyable 
mountain experience. Here are some strategies to minimize the 
risk [7].

Gradual ascent: Ascend to higher altitudes gradually, 
allowing the body time to acclimatize. Avoid rapid gains in 
altitude.

Stay hydrated: Drink plenty of fluids to prevent 
dehydration, but avoid excessive alcohol and caffeine 
consumption.

Rest: Ensure one gets enough rest and sleep during the 
ascent [8].
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Medication: In some cases, medication such as acetazolamide 
(Diamox) may be prescribed to help prevent or alleviate 
symptoms. Consult a healthcare professional for guidance [9].

Descend if symptoms worsen: If AMS symptoms become 
severe or do not improve, descending to a lower altitude is 
the most effective treatment [10].

CONCLUSION
Acute Mountain Sickness is a common concern for those who 
venture into high-altitude regions. Recognizing the symptoms, 
understanding its causes, and adopting preventive measures are 
crucial for a safe and enjoyable mountain experience. By taking 
precautions and respecting the challenges of high-altitude 
environments, individuals can reduce the risk of AMS and 
ensure a memorable adventure in the mountains.
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