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Your Nose and Sleep 

How Nasal Breathing Affects Sleep Quality 

The Importance of Nasal Breathing During Sleep 

When you sleep, your body naturally wants to breathe through your nose. Nasal breathing during sleep 
is associated with better oxygen delivery, fewer breathing interruptions, and more restful sleep. When 
nasal obstruction forces mouth breathing, sleep quality suffers. 

Why Nasal Obstruction Worsens at Night 

Many people notice their nose feels more blocked when they lie down. Several factors contribute to 
this: 

• Blood Pooling: When you're horizontal, blood doesn't drain away from your head as easily, 
causing turbinate swelling. 

• Nasal Cycle: The nasal cycle continues during sleep, but you can't shift positions as easily to 
compensate. 

• Acid Reflux: Stomach acid can reflux into the throat and even the nasal passages, causing 
inflammation and swelling. 

• Allergen Exposure: Bedroom allergens (dust mites, pet dander) can trigger overnight 
congestion. 

• Dry Air: Low humidity (especially with heating in winter) dries and irritates nasal passages. 

Nasal Obstruction and Snoring 

Snoring occurs when air flows past relaxed tissues in the throat, causing them to vibrate. Nasal 
obstruction contributes to snoring in several ways: 

• Forces you to breathe through your mouth, which increases airway resistance 

• Creates negative pressure that pulls throat tissues inward 

• May cause compensatory changes in breathing patterns 

Studies show that improving nasal breathing can reduce snoring in many patients, though it may not 
eliminate it entirely if throat-level obstruction is also present. 

Nasal Obstruction and Sleep Apnea 

Obstructive sleep apnea (OSA) occurs when the airway repeatedly collapses during sleep, causing 
breathing to stop momentarily. While nasal obstruction is usually not the primary cause of sleep apnea, 
it can: 

• Worsen existing sleep apnea 

• Make CPAP therapy difficult to tolerate 

• Contribute to "upper airway resistance syndrome," a milder form of sleep-disordered breathing 
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Did You Know? 

Many patients who struggle with CPAP therapy have untreated nasal obstruction. Improving nasal 
breathing—whether through medical or surgical treatment—can make CPAP much more comfortable and 
effective. 

Signs That Your Nose May Be Affecting Your Sleep 

• Waking with a dry mouth or sore throat 

• Morning headaches 

• Excessive daytime sleepiness despite adequate time in bed 

• Frequent nighttime awakenings 

• Your partner reports that you snore or gasp during sleep 

• Needing to sleep propped up to breathe comfortably 

• Preferring to sleep on one side because one nostril is always blocked 

Improving Sleep Through Better Nasal Breathing 

Self-Care Measures: 

• Use saline rinse before bed to clear passages 

• Run a humidifier in your bedroom (40-50% humidity) 

• Elevate the head of your bed slightly 

• Try external nasal strips or internal dilators 

• Treat underlying allergies 

• Avoid alcohol close to bedtime (causes nasal swelling) 

Surgical Options: 

• Septoplasty for deviated septum 

• Turbinate reduction for chronic enlargement 

• Nasal valve repair for sidewall collapse 

 

A Comprehensive Approach 

If you have significant sleep-disordered breathing, evaluation by a sleep medicine specialist may be 
recommended in addition to nasal evaluation. Optimal treatment often involves addressing both nasal 
obstruction and any throat-level issues. 
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