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Sinusitis

 What is sinusitis?

 How is it diagnosed?

  What are the symptoms of sinusitis?

Questions 
for Dr Thapelo Motshudi 

What are sinuses?

Paranasal sinuses are spaces inside the bones of the skull and face. We have 
4 pairs of them, and they are normally filled with air and lined with a layer 
of moist soft tissue that produces mucus. Frontal sinuses are above the 
eyes; maxillary sinuses are beneath the eyes; ethmoid air cells are between 
the eyes; and the sphenoid sinuses are in the centre of the head, more or 
less behind the eyes. The fluid that they produce drains into the nose 
through a number of small holes, and they have a number of functions. 
Paranasal sinuses make the skull lighter because they are filled with air; 
they heat and make the air we inhale moist; they affect how we speak; and 
they also help to absorb trauma to the face.

What is sinusitis?

There are a number of ways in which the sinuses can be diseased, however 
all of them involve inflammation of their inner lining, which is called the 
mucosa. The inside of the nose is also lined by mucosa, and since the 
sinuses drain into the nose, it is almost always involved whenever there is 
sinusitis.  This is why doctors refer to it as rhinosinusitis, meaning the nose 
(“rhino”) and sinuses are both involved. It is important to note that sinusitis 
can be acute, which is sudden onset infection of the paranasal sinuses, or it 
can be chronic or long lasting due to inadequately treated acute sinusitis; 
repeated infections; allergies; reflux from the stomach; and abnormalities 
of the structure of the nose and sinuses themselves.

What are the symptoms of sinusitis?

Symptoms depend on the type of sinusitis one has. Very often people 
believe they have sinusitis, or as they usually say, “I have sinuses”, however, 
what they actually have is a watery running nose and sneezing episodes due 
to irritation of the nasal mucosa. This is called rhinitis, a different but related 
condition. Sinusitis therefore has a specific meaning. Symptoms might 
include pain over the face, especially when pressing over the affected sinus; 
loss of smell; persistent coughing; headache; painful teeth; fever; blocked 
runny nose; sneezing; tiredness. 

How is it diagnosed?

The history you provide to your doctor is very important in helping to 
determine whether you are actually suffering from sinusitis, and if so, which 
specific type you have. A physical examination will be performed, and 
sometimes the doctor can choose to take fluid from your sinuses and send 
it for analysis. It is also important to exclude other conditions that might be 
presenting in a similar manner. To exclude these and confirm the diagnosis 
the doctor might choose to draw blood and send it to the laboratory, and/or 
request x-rays and CT and MRI scans. These are however not always 
necessary. 

How is sinusitis treated?

The initial treatment is directed at relieving the acute symptoms. Antibiotics 
are prescribed for acute bacterial infections; nose drops to relieve the 
congestion; steroids and painkillers if necessary. If there are known allergies 
these have to be treated, and if the cause of allergies is known then 
exposure to the offending substances must be stopped. Cigarette smoke is 
a very common cause of persistent nasal irritation. In some patients there is 
a need to perform sinus surgery, and an ENT surgeon usually makes this 
decision.
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