
Hyposmia 

What is hyposmia? 

 

Hyposmia refers to a diminished ability to smell. 

 

How do we smell? 

 

Odorant molecules pass into the nasal cavity and 

stimulate the olfactory nerves located at the top of the 

nasal cavity. These special nerves then transmit the 

information to our brain. Women generally have a 

more sensitive nose than men.  

 

What causes hyposmia? 

 

Broadly speaking there are two main categories. 

Firstly, anything that hinders transmission of odorant 

molecules within the nose may cause hyposmia 

(sinusitis, nasal polyps, hay fever, etc). Secondly, 

abnormalities of the olfactory nerves and/or brain may 

also cause hyposmia (viral infections, head trauma, 

etc). Unfortunately, in some cases no obvious cause is 

found.  

 

How do you assess my condition? 

 

This is mostly done from the history. An examination 

using an endoscope may be performed to look for 

evidence of any abnormality within the nose. In 

addition, X-rays may be required to look for other 

causes. Special smell tests can be performed.  

 

How do you treat hyposmia? 

 

Unfortunately this can be difficult. To some extent it 

depends upon the cause. Often a trial of oral 

corticosteroids (prednisolone) is given. Topical nasal 

steroids may also be used. Other less proven 

medications exist (eg lipoic acid). 

 

What are the potential side effects of 

prednisolone? 

 

These include nausea, vomiting, dyspepsia, appetite 

changes, fluid retention  and insomnia. Less 

common, but more serious side effects, include 

mood swings, elevation of blood pressure and 

unmasking of a tendency towards high blood sugar 

levels. If you are a diabetic your sugar levels and 

diabetic medications will need to be closely 

supervised. A very rare side effect is loss of blood 

supply to the top of the hip bone (avascular necrosis 

of the hip). Oral corticosteroids are not advised if 

you are pregnant or breastfeeding. 

 

Are there any precautions that I need to take due 

to my reduction in smell? 

 

Yes. This is important. Make sure you have fire 

alarms in the house that work. Have someone else 

check the refrigerator on a weekly basis to ensure 

no food has deteriorated. Try to change from gas 

stoves to electric stoves. 

 

Will I get better? 

 

This will depend upon the cause. Some patients may 

spontaneously get better after months, others do 

not. It is important to maintain your health by 

exercising regularly, eating a balanced diet and 

avoid smoking. 
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