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The Nasal Cycle

Why Your Breathing Shifts From Side to Side

A Normal Phenomenon You May Have Noticed

If you've ever noticed that one side of your nose feels more open than the other, and that this seems to
switch back and forth throughout the day, you're experiencing something completely normal: the nasal
cycle.

This natural rhythm has been recognized for over 100 years and occurs in approximately 80% of
people. It's not a sign of disease—it's your nose working exactly as designed.

How the Nasal Cycle Works

Every 2-6 hours (the timing varies between individuals), the blood vessels in the turbinates on one side
of your nose dilate, causing the tissue to swell and reducing airflow on that side. Simultaneously, the
turbinates on the opposite side shrink, allowing more airflow.

This alternating pattern means that air flows predominantly through one nostril for a few hours, then
switches to the other side. The cycle continues around the clock, whether you're awake or asleep.

The nasal cycle is controlled by your autonomic nervous system—the same system that regulates your heart
rate and digestion. You have no conscious control over it, just as you can't consciously control your
heartbeat.

Why Does the Nasal Cycle Exist?
Scientists believe the nasal cycle serves several important purposes:

* Rest and Recovery: Constant airflow dries out the nasal lining. By reducing airflow to one side
at a time, each half of your nose gets a rest period to recover moisture and repair itself.

+ Smell Optimization: Different airflow rates may optimize the nose's ability to detect various
types of odours. Some scents are detected better with high airflow, others with low airflow.

* Mucosal Health: The alternating congestion may help maintain healthy tissue and immune
function in the nasal lining.

Why Don't Most People Notice It?

In a healthy nose with a straight septum, the nasal cycle goes unnoticed because total airflow remains
constant. What one side loses, the other gains. Your brain perceives overall airflow, not the contribution
of each nostril separately.

You typically only become aware of the nasal cycle when something interferes with the balance.

When the Nasal Cycle Becomes a Problem

The nasal cycle becomes noticeable—and bothersome—when combined with other nasal issues:
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» Deviated Septum: If your septum is deviated, one nasal passage is already narrower than the
other. When the turbinates swell on the already-narrow side during the cycle, that side can
become completely blocked.

+ Allergies or Chronic Rhinitis: Chronic inflammation from allergies makes the turbinate
swelling more pronounced and prolonged, so the congested phase feels worse and lasts longer.

* Previous Nasal Surgery: Changes in airway shape after surgery can make the cyclic changes
more noticeable.

The Classic Complaint

Many patients with a deviated septum report: "l can always breathe through one side, but which side is clear
keeps switching." This is the nasal cycle operating normally, but being revealed by the underlying structural
problem.

Treatment Considerations

The nasal cycle itself doesn't need treatment—it's normal. However, if the cycle is making an
underlying problem more apparent:

* Correcting a deviated septum (septoplasty) allows both sides to remain functional throughout
the cycle

» Treating allergies reduces the severity of turbinate swelling

» Turbinate reduction can decrease the amplitude of cyclic swelling

After successful treatment, you should return to being unaware of the nasal cycle—both sides will
function well enough that the alternating pattern doesn't cause noticeable obstruction.
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