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Chapter 1:
Sinus Problems – Symptoms &
Causes

Symptoms
and Causes of Sinusitis

 To understand what sinusitis is, one
must understand what sinuses are in the first place. In essence,
there are hollow spaces behind the face; these are sinuses. To be
more specific, directly behind the nose is the nasal cavity, and on
either side of it are two large sinuses. Two more are located above
and behind the inner part of the eyebrows and there is a small row
of sinuses along the ridge of the nose.

In short, sinuses are natural air filters;
their job is to protect our respiratory pathways from the airborne
pathogens which are present in the air on any given day. They
filter out bacteria, dust, viruses, and pollen and protect our
lungs in that manner. When the sinuses become inflamed and
congested, they are no longer able to effectively do their job.

Anything can cause swelling in the nose and
therefore, there are many possibilities as to what can cause an
obstruction in the nasal passages and sinuses. Possibilities
include allergens, exposure to a chemical, or a cold. Mucus and air
becomes trapped and therefore, this can cause pain in both the
nasal passages and the sinus cavities.

Sinusitis pain occurs when the pressure of
the thickened mucus and trapped air presses against the swollen
mucous membrane and the bony ridge of the sinus behind it. Mucus
gets thicker as it becomes trapped because it loses its water
content, and therefore, it becomes more challenging to allow the
mucus to escape effectively between the swelling and blocked nasal
passages.

The bottom line is, sinus issues can be a
symptom of something more invasive than a cold. Sinusitis means
that the sinuses have become inflamed. There are three main causes
of sinusitis; bacterial infections, viral infections or
non-infectious causes. Sinusitis affects the cavities behind your
nasal passages and can be either chronic or acute.

Acute sinusitis generally lasts no
longer than four weeks and can be caused by the common cold,
pre-existing health conditions or allergies and allergic
conditions. If the cold leads to a bacterial infection, then a
diagnosis of acute sinusitis can be made. Allergies and allergic
conditions can cause the mucous membranes to become inflamed and
therefore mucous membranes can then cause an obstruction in the
nasal passages. Pre-existing health conditions such as primary
immune deficiency disease or HIV, as well as cystic fibrosis, can
cause greater than normal mucous secretions and that, in turn, can
lead to sinusitis. Sometimes, the mucus that drains from the
sinuses may also drain to the back of the throat, resulting in a
condition called post-nasal drip.

Chronic sinusitis may last eight to
twelve weeks or even longer. It may be caused by pre-existing
health conditions, as acute sinusitis is, recurrent cases of acute
sinusitis, or asthma and allergies. Constant exposure to airborne
allergens can cause persistent inflammation of the nasal passages
and sinus cavities, which then, in turn, can create significant
issues with inflammation or swelling in the nose – a sure sign of
sinusitis. For a diagnosis of chronic sinusitis, at least two of
the following symptoms must be present:

• Low grade fever;

• Drainage of thick, yellowish or greenish mucous from the nose or
down the back of the throat;

• Nasal obstruction or congestion;

• Pain, sensitivity, or swelling around the nose, eyes or
forehead;

• Reduced sense of smell and/or taste.

These, however, are not the only symptoms.
Ear pain may be another common symptom; generally, as the nose
becomes congested, the Eustachian tubes in the ears can also swell
and become irritated from the infection. A cough, due to the mucus
dripping into the back of the throat, can also be present and
prevent sleep at night due to worsening symptoms. Fatigue and
irritability will doubtless result, though this would be more of a
symptom from the lack of sleep than anything else. Halitosis (bad
breath) may also occur, because the person may be breathing through
their mouth in order to feel he or she is getting enough oxygen.
Finally, nausea due to a combination of these factors may
result.

It should be kept in mind, however, that a
doctor still needs to be seen if the following conditions don’t
appear to be improving or appear to be worsening:

• Pain or swelling around the eyes;

• Increased irritability;

• Swollen forehead;

• Shortness of breath;

• Severe headache;

• Double vision; and

• Confusion.

While the symptoms of sinusitis are
uncomfortable, the underlying causes of the condition may be
equally uncomfortable and quite serious. Nasal polyps or tumors may
be a cause behind the sinusitis. A polyp is a grapelike tissue
growth which can cause a fair bit of obstruction and block the flow
of oxygen or mucous. Allergic responses can be triggered as a
result of a fungal sinus infection.

In fact, research from the Mayo Clinic, one
of the premier medical facilities in the United States, has
indicated that fungus is the most common cause to most sinusitis
cases. Some 37 million people every year deal with sinusitis, and
the study, conducted by the Mayo Clinic, says that some ten percent
of the population of sinusitis sufferers have sinusitis which has
developed from fungal infections.

In fact, of 210 patients studied, nearly 96
percent of patients dealing with sinusitis had fungus of some sort
in their nasal passages or sinus cavities, which is remarkable,
given it was never believed that fungal infections had played much
of a role in sinusitis. It was always suspected that bacteria were
the chief cause behind most sinus infections and therefore,
sinusitis. Generally speaking, antibiotics are ineffective when the
sinusitis has an underlying cause of a fungal infection.
Antibiotics target bacteria, not fungi; as a result, sinusitis
symptoms remain and may worsen, as they are not being treated
adequately. Worse still, the underlying cause of the problem
remains without discovery.

Thousands of fungi are found worldwide, so
the methods of being able to narrow down which fungus in particular
is responsible for the sinusitis becomes challenging at best,
impossible at the worst. Also, with no real method to treat a nasal
fungal infection, the treatment for the sinusitis is further
complicated. Without treatment of the underlying causes, the
sinusitis can grow worse and create more pain.

A deviated septum – the wall of tissue which
splits the nostrils – can restrict or block sinus passages. As can
be expected, any sort of trauma to the face which may block sinus
passages can also be a contributing factor to the development of
sinusitis, as the nose or nostrils may become blocked or damaged as
a result of the trauma.

Risk Factors

 Of course, with every infection, illness,
or disease comes a variety of risk factors which can significantly
impact your chances of having a problem. One in seven Americans is
diagnosed with sinusitis yearly. Therefore, the infection affects
roughly 44 million Americans per year.

In addition to the above symptoms, having
asthma is a consideration, to an extent, of a person’s probability
of having chronic sinusitis. In fact, one out of five people with
chronic sinusitis have asthma. A medical condition, such as cystic
fibrosis or Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disorder (COPD) can
affect your chances of having chronic sinusitis.

Regular exposure to a wide range of
pollutants can affect your sensitivity to contracting sinusitis. In
fact, aspirin sensitivity which can cause respiratory issues can
also give you a higher-than-normal chance of developing the
infection. Gastroesophogeal reflux disease, diabetes,
hypothyroidism and oral or intravenous steroid treatment can also
negatively impact a person’s chances of contracting sinusitis.

In addition, risk factors such as whether or
not you smoke or have been exposed to secondhand smoke can also
factor significantly as to whether or not you develop sinusitis.
Smoking tends to impact most health conditions, in particular
respiratory conditions, so it is no real surprise that smoking can
significantly increase someone’s chances of developing
sinusitis.

Complications

 Complications can occur with every illness.
It’s undeniable. Sinusitis is no different, except the
complications that occur can potentially be more serious as it is
the respiratory system which is affected in this case. For
instance, further asthma attacks may be triggered. Also, because
the blood vessels in the nose are affected as a result of the
swelling that occurs, the blood supply to the brain could
potentially be affected and an aneurysm or other blood clot may
occur.

Since sinusitis is an infection, should that
infection spread into the surrounding eye sockets, vision problems
and perhaps even blindness may result. Meningitis may also result;
this is an inflammation of the membranes and fluid surrounding your
spinal cord and brain.

In addition, conditions such as osteomyelitis
– an infection of the bones of the forehead and other facial bones
– can develop. Adolescent males are at particular risk for this,
however. Headache, fever, and soft swelling known as Pott’s puffy
tumor can develop as a result of osteomyelitis. Brain infection, by
far, is the most significant difficulty which can develop as a
result of sinusitis, particularly frontal or sphenoid sinusitis.
The infection spreads to the brain via
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