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Understanding the Nasal Valve 

The Most Important Structure for Nasal Breathing 

What is the Nasal Valve? 

The nasal valve is the narrowest part of your entire respiratory system—narrower than your throat, your 
windpipe, or your bronchial tubes. Located about 1-2 centimetres inside your nose, this small area is 
responsible for 50-70% of the total resistance to airflow when you breathe through your nose. 

Because it is so narrow, even small changes in this area—from swelling, scarring, or structural 
weakness—can dramatically affect how well you breathe. 

The Garden Hose Analogy 

Think of your nasal valve like the nozzle of a garden hose. Even if the hose itself is wide open, a narrow 
nozzle limits how much water flows through. Similarly, if your nasal valve is compromised, the rest of your 
airway can be perfectly clear but breathing will still feel restricted. 

The Two Nasal Valves 

There are actually two distinct valve areas, and problems can occur in either or both: 

• The External Nasal Valve: This is located at the entrance to your nose, formed by the nostril 
rim, the columella (tissue between the nostrils), and the curved sidewall of the nostril (the ala). 
Problems here often appear as visible collapse of the nostril when breathing in forcefully. 

• The Internal Nasal Valve: Located deeper inside, this is where the upper lateral cartilage 
(sidewall) meets the septum. The angle here should be about 10-15 degrees. When this angle 
is too narrow, or when the cartilage is weak, breathing becomes difficult—especially during 
exercise or when lying down. 

What Causes Nasal Valve Problems? 

• Some people are born with narrow nasal valves or weak cartilage 

• A broken nose or other facial trauma can damage valve structures 

• Removal of too much cartilage during previous rhinoplasty 

• Gradual weakening of cartilage over time 

• Scarring from injury or surgery 

Symptoms of Nasal Valve Dysfunction 

You may have nasal valve problems if you experience: 

• Difficulty breathing through your nose, especially during exercise 

• A sensation of nasal obstruction that doesn't improve with decongestants 

• Visible inward collapse of the nostrils when inhaling 

• Need to manually hold your nostril open to breathe better 

• Worsening nasal obstruction when lying down 

• Breathing difficulty that came on after previous nasal surgery 
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Did You Know? 

A simple test called the Cottle manoeuvre can help identify nasal valve collapse: use your finger to gently pull 
your cheek outward, which opens the nasal valve. If breathing improves significantly, valve dysfunction may 
be contributing to your symptoms. 

Treatment Options 

Nasal valve problems are structural issues that typically require structural solutions: 

• Non-Surgical: External nasal dilator strips (like Breathe Right) can temporarily hold the valve 
open 

• Non-Surgical: Internal nasal dilators (like Mute or Max-Air Nose Cones) can be worn during 
sleep or exercise 

• Surgical: Spreader grafts widen the internal nasal valve by placing cartilage between the 
septum and upper lateral cartilage 

• Surgical: Alar batten grafts strengthen weak sidewalls to prevent collapse 

• Surgical: Functional septorhinoplasty comprehensively addresses multiple causes of 
obstruction 

During your consultation, your surgeon will examine your nasal valves using both external inspection 
and nasal endoscopy to determine whether valve dysfunction is contributing to your breathing 
difficulties and which treatment approach is most appropriate. 
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