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How We Sense Nasal Airflow

Why Feeling Congested Isn't Always About Blocked Airways

The Surprising Truth About Nasal Sensation

Here's something that surprises many patients: your sensation of breathing freely through your nose
has very little to do with how much air is actually flowing. Studies have repeatedly shown that people's
subjective feeling of obstruction often doesn't match objective measurements of airflow.

You can have excellent airflow but feel completely blocked. Or you can have limited airflow but feel
perfectly clear. Understanding why this happens can help explain your symptoms and set realistic
expectations for treatment.

It's All About Cooling

The most important factor in feeling like you can breathe is not the volume of air, but the cooling
sensation created when air passes over your nasal lining. Your nose contains specialized nerve
endings called cold receptors—part of the trigeminal nerve system—that detect temperature changes
and send signals to your brain.

When cool air flows over healthy, moist nasal tissue, these receptors fire and your brain interprets this
as "good breathing." When this cooling sensation is reduced or absent, you feel congested—even if air
is actually flowing through.

This Is Why Menthol Works

Menthol, eucalyptus, and peppermint make you feel like you can breathe better without actually opening your
airways at all. These substances directly stimulate cold receptors, tricking your brain into sensing increased
airflow. This is also why breathing cold winter air often feels "clearer" than warm humid air.

What Affects Your Sensation of Breathing?

* Moisture Level: When your nasal lining is dry, the cooling effect of airflow is diminished. A dry
nose often feels blocked even when structurally open. This is common with indoor heating, air
conditioning, certain medications, and CPAP use.

* Nerve Function: Damage to the trigeminal nerve (from surgery, trauma, or certain medical
conditions) can reduce your ability to sense airflow, creating a feeling of obstruction despite
adequate space.

* Inflammation: Inflamed nasal tissue, even without significant swelling, can alter how nerve
signals are processed, changing your perception of airflow.

* Air Temperature and Humidity: Warm, humid air produces less cooling sensation than cool,
dry air, which is why many people feel more congested in humid environments.

Why This Matters for Treatment

Understanding the difference between actual obstruction and altered sensation is crucial for treatment
planning:

» Structural Problems: If your nose is structurally narrow (deviated septum, valve collapse),
surgery can create more space for airflow.

www.ottawarhinoplasty.ca | Ottawa, Ontario, Canada

For Canadian patients of Dr. Bonaparte only. This handout is for general informational and educational purposes and does not constitute medical advice,
diagnosis, or treatment. It does not establish a physician-patient relationship. Every patient's situation is unique—always consult your surgeon or physician
regarding your individual care. For emergencies, call 911.



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

* Sensation Problems: If your sensation is impaired due to dryness, moisture restoration (saline
rinses, humidification) may be more helpful than surgery.

+ Combined Problems: Many patients have both issues, requiring a combination approach.

Important

If you feel congested but your nose appears open on examination, the problem may be related to sensation
rather than structure. This doesn't mean your symptoms aren't real—they are very real—but it does affect
which treatments will help. An otolaryngologist can help distinguish between structural and sensory causes of
nasal obstruction.

Improving Your Sense of Nasal Breathing

Even without surgery, you may be able to improve how well you perceive airflow:

* Regular saline rinses keep the nasal lining moist and healthy

* Humidifiers (especially in winter) prevent drying of the nasal passages
* Avoiding irritants like cigarette smoke and strong chemicals

» Staying well hydrated to maintain healthy mucus production

« Treating underlying allergies or inflammation
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