
Nasal obstruction 

What causes nasal obstruction?  

 

A blocked nose is due to a perceived lack of airflow 

through the nasal passageway. The causes of this are 

varied. Rhinitis and a deviated nasal septum are 

probably the most common causes. Other causes 

include sinusitis, nasal polyps, collapse of the soft 

tissue supporting the nose, and the ‘nasal cycle.’  

 

What is rhinitis? 

 

Rhinitis is inflammation of the nose. There are 3 main 

types - allergic rhinitis, non allergic rhinitis and 

atrophic rhinitis. Allergic rhinitis is due to an 

environmental allergen. This may be seasonal (e.g. 

pollens – i.e. hay fever) or ‘all year round’ (e.g. house 

dust mite). Non allergic rhinitis occurs in older people 

and is not associated with an allergen. Precipitating 

factors may be weather changes, cigarette smoke, 

alcohol and certain foods. Atrophic rhinitis is 

uncommon and characterised by crusting and fetor. 

 

What is a deviated nasal septum?  

 

A deviated nasal septum is a crooked nasal septum 

that restricts the flow of air through the nasal 

passageway. This deviation may result from trauma.  

Swollen nasal turbinates may also contribute to a 

‘blocked nose.’ 

 

What is the septum? 

 

The septum is a cartilaginous / bony structure that 

divides the nose into 2 sides (see diagram).  

 

What are the turbinates? 

 

The turbinates are swellings on either side of the 

nose. On each side there are actually 3 turbinates. 

The largest one is the inferior turbinate and it is this 

one that may also be implicated in nasal obstruction 

(see diagram). The turbinates contribute to 

humidification of incoming air.  

 

What is the nasal cycle? 

 

The nasal cycle is a natural phenomenon that occurs 

in the nose. The brain preferentially sends more blood 

to one side of the nose at any one time. After several 

hours the blood flow is then shunted to the other side. 

The exact reason for this is unclear. As a result 

patients may feel that the side of the nasal obstruction 

fluctuates from side to side.   

 

What can I do to reduce my nasal blockage?  

 

This will depend upon the cause. Rhinitis is generally 

treated with medication such as nasal steroid sprays, 

antihistamines (tablets or sprays) and decongestants 

(tablets). A nasal decongestant spray should not be 

used for longer than 5 days. Salt water may also be of 

some help. If you have allergic rhinitis then avoidance 

of the allergen is also important.  

A deviated nasal septum and / or swollen turbinates 

may respond to surgery – ‘septoplasty / turbinectomy’  

 

What is a septoplasty / turbinectomy ? 

 

A septoplasty / turbinectomy is an operation to 

straighten the nasal septum and to reduce the size of 

the turbinates. It is often referred to as a ‘septo / 

turbs.’ 
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