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Understanding a Deviated Septum

When the Wall Between Your Nostrils Isn't Straight

What Is a Deviated Septum?

The nasal septum is the wall of cartilage and bone that divides your nose into two separate passages.
Ideally, it would run straight down the middle, creating two equal airways. In reality, most people have
some degree of septal deviation—their septum bends or curves to one side.

A deviated septum becomes a medical concern when it's severe enough to block airflow, cause
recurrent sinus problems, or affect quality of life.

How Common Is It?

Studies suggest that up to 80% of people have some degree of septal deviation. However, only a
fraction of these cause significant symptoms. Many people have a deviated septum without ever
knowing it.

What Causes a Deviated Septum?

+ Congenital: Some people are born with a deviated septum. It may develop during fetal growth
or be caused by birth trauma.

* Developmental: The septum can be shifted during childhood development, even without
obvious injury.

+ Trauma: A blow to the nose (sports injury, accident, fall) can displace the septum. The deviation
may worsen over time as the nose heals.

+ Aging: Normal aging can worsen an existing deviation as cartilage weakens and shifts.

Symptoms of a Deviated Septum
The severity of symptoms depends on how much the deviation blocks airflow:

+ Difficulty breathing through one or both nostrils

» Nasal congestion that affects one side more than the other

* Awareness of the nasal cycle (feeling one side clear, then the other)

* Frequent nosebleeds (the airflow on the narrow side dries and irritates the lining)
* Facial pain or headaches (if the deviation affects sinus drainage)

* Loud breathing or snoring during sleep

» Preference for sleeping on one particular side

An Important Distinction

A deviated septum is a structural problem that won't respond to medications like antihistamines or
decongestants. These medications can help with swelling that makes a deviation worse, but they can't
straighten a crooked septum. Only surgery can correct the underlying structural issue.

Diagnosis

An otolaryngologist can diagnose a deviated septum through:
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External examination of your nose

Internal examination using a nasal speculum

Nasal endoscopy (a small camera inserted into the nose) for detailed visualization

Sometimes CT scanning to assess the full extent of deviation and any associated sinus issues

When Is Treatment Needed?

Not every deviated septum requires treatment. Surgery is typically recommended when:

Nasal obstruction significantly affects your quality of life

You have recurrent sinus infections related to the deviation
You experience frequent, troublesome nosebleeds

Sleep quality is impaired due to nasal obstruction
Conservative treatments have failed to provide adequate relief

Treatment: Septoplasty

Septoplasty is the surgical procedure to straighten a deviated septum. During the surgery:

All incisions are made inside the nose—no external cuts or visible scars
The lining of the septum is carefully lifted

Deviated cartilage and bone are reshaped or removed

The lining is repositioned

The surgery typically takes 30-60 minutes under general anesthesia

Most patients return to work within 5-7 days. Full healing takes 6-8 weeks, with gradual improvement in
breathing during that time.

Important

A septoplasty addresses the septum only. If you also have nasal valve collapse, turbinate enlargement, or
concerns about the external appearance of your nose, additional procedures may be recommended as part
of a comprehensive treatment plan.
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