Ottawa Rhinoplasty & Facial Surgery
Dr. James Bonaparte, MD, MSc, FRCSC

Understanding Empty Nose Syndrome

Why Conservative Turbinate Surgery Matters

What Is Empty Nose Syndrome?

Empty Nose Syndrome (ENS) is a rare but serious condition that can occur after nasal surgery,
particularly when too much turbinate tissue has been removed. Despite having wide-open nasal
passages, patients with ENS experience a distressing sensation of being unable to breathe.

This paradox—feeling suffocated while having more than enough physical space for air—is what makes
ENS so challenging for both patients and physicians.

Understanding the Paradox

To understand ENS, recall how your nose senses airflow: it's not about the volume of air, but about the
cooling sensation when air flows over moist nasal tissue and stimulates cold receptors. The turbinates
provide the surface area and moisture needed for this sensation.

When turbinates are removed or overly reduced:

* There is less tissue for air to flow over, reducing the cooling sensation

* The nose can no longer adequately humidify incoming air

+ Airflow becomes less turbulent and more laminar (smooth), further reducing sensation
* The remaining tissue may dry out and become crusted

The result is that even though air is flowing freely, the brain receives weak or absent signals that
breathing is occurring.

The Key Insight

ENS demonstrates that the nose is not simply a tube for air to pass through. It's a sophisticated sensory
organ. Preserving its structure is essential not just for airflow, but for the sensation of breathing.

Symptoms of Empty Nose Syndrome
» Paradoxical nasal obstruction—feeling unable to breathe despite open airways
» Sensation of "not getting enough air" or suffocation
* Inability to feel air moving through the nose
« Excessive dryness, crusting, and sometimes bleeding
* Anxiety and panic related to breathing sensation
» Depression and reduced quality of life
« Difficulty sleeping

What Causes Empty Nose Syndrome?

ENS is almost always the result of prior nasal surgery, particularly:

» Aggressive total or near-total turbinate removal (turbinectomy)
* Overly aggressive turbinate reduction procedures
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Multiple turbinate surgeries over time
Removal of the inferior turbinate head (the front portion)

Historical Context

In the past, complete turbinate removal was sometimes performed for chronic nasal obstruction. We now
understand this was too aggressive. Modern turbinate surgery aims to reduce size while preserving function.
However, some older surgical techniques are still occasionally used.

Why Conservative Surgery Matters

Conservative, tissue-preserving techniques for turbinate surgery are essential. The goal is to improve
airflow while maintaining the essential functions of the turbinates.

Conservative approaches include:

Submucous Reduction: Removing only what is necessary, never performing total turbinate
removal

Radiofrequency Reduction: Shrinking tissue with controlled heat energy while preserving the
mucosal surface

Turbinate Outfracture: Repositioning the turbinate outward rather than removing tissue

Treatment of Empty Nose Syndrome

Once ENS develops, treatment is challenging. Options include:

Conservative Management: Aggressive moisturization with saline rinses, humidifiers, and
nasal gels to reduce dryness

Nasal Implant Testing: Using cotton or silicone implants temporarily placed in the nose to test
whether adding bulk improves symptoms

Surgical Reconstruction: Implanting cartilage grafts or synthetic materials to restore bulk
where turbinate tissue was removed—this is complex and results vary

Important

Prevention is paramount. ENS is much easier to prevent than to treat. This is why conservative turbinate
surgery—reducing rather than removing, preserving rather than resecting—is so important. If you've been
recommended turbinate surgery, ask about the specific technique and how much tissue will be preserved.
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