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Understanding the Turbinates

Your Nose's Built-In Air Conditioners

What Are the Turbinates?

The turbinates (also called nasal conchae) are three pairs of bony shelves that project into your nasal
cavity from the side wall. Each turbinate is covered with soft, moist tissue rich in blood vessels. They
are named based on their position: inferior (lower), middle, and superior (upper).

The inferior turbinate is the largest and most important for breathing. It runs along the floor of your
nasal passage and is the one most commonly involved in nasal obstruction.

The Critical Functions of Turbinates
Despite sometimes causing problems, turbinates are essential structures that serve vital functions:

» Heating: Cold, dry air enters your nose but needs to reach your lungs at body temperature
(37°C). The extensive blood vessel network in the turbinates warms incoming air almost
instantly.

+ Humidifying: Your nose adds about one litre of water to the air you breathe each day. The
turbinates provide the large surface area needed for this moisture transfer.

* Filtering: The turbinates create turbulent airflow that helps deposit particles onto the mucus
layer, where they can be trapped and removed. This protects your lungs from dust, allergens,
and pathogens.

+ Sensing Airflow: Receptors in the turbinate tissue detect temperature and airflow, contributing
to your sense of nasal breathing.

Why Turbinates Matter

People who have had excessive turbinate removal often develop a condition called "empty nose syndrome,"
where they feel unable to breathe despite having wide-open nasal passages. This happens because the
nose loses its ability to condition air and sense airflow properly. Preserving turbinate function is a priority in
nasal surgery.

Turbinate Hypertrophy: When Turbinates Swell

Turbinate hypertrophy means the turbinates have become enlarged, reducing the space available for
airflow. This is one of the most common causes of nasal obstruction.

Causes of turbinate enlargement include:

» Allergic rhinitis (hay fever)

* Non-allergic rhinitis (vasomotor rhinitis)

* Chronic sinusitis

* Hormonal changes (pregnancy, thyroid disorders)

* Overuse of decongestant nasal sprays (rhinitis medicamentosa)

» Deviated septum (the turbinate on the wider side often enlarges to fill the space)
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Treatment Options for Enlarged Turbinates
Treatment typically starts conservatively and progresses based on response:

* Medications: Nasal steroid sprays are often the first-line treatment, reducing inflammation and
shrinking turbinate tissue. Antihistamines help if allergies are contributing.

+ Environmental Control: Identifying and avoiding allergens, using humidifiers, and treating
underlying conditions can reduce turbinate swelling.

+ Surgical Options: When medications aren't sufficient, surgical options include radiofrequency
reduction (shrinks tissue using heat energy), submucous resection (removes bone while
preserving lining), partial turbinate reduction (carefully removes excess tissue), and turbinate
outfracture (repositions the turbinate outward).

Important

Modern turbinate surgery aims to reduce the size of enlarged turbinates while preserving their function.
Complete turbinate removal is rarely appropriate and can lead to long-term complications. Surgeons use
techniques that improve breathing while maintaining the important functions of these structures.
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