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A sinus is an empty space filled with air in the skull connected to the nasal airway by a 
narrow hole in the bone called an ostium. The spaces are covered with a thin layer of 
cells that have small hairs on them called cilia.  The sinuses make the air we breathe 
warm and moist. They also produce fluid called mucus and clear bacteria or pollutants 
that enter our body through the nose. The image below shows the location of the sinuses. 
 
 

 
 
Sinusitis is a swelling of the inner lining of this air filled space within the passages of the 
nose. This swelling can be caused by anything that irritates the air passages such as 
bacteria, viruses, fungus, chemicals or particles in the air.  Because of the swelling, the 
narrow hole in the bone (ostium) gets blocked and stops the mucus from draining. This 
plugs the opening of the sinuses and causes the nose to become stuffy. The plugged 
mucus is backed-up creating pressure and pain in the face and you experience the 
symptoms.  Other causes of sinusitis are a deviated septum of the nose or polyps in the 
nose. 
 
Depending on how long you have symptoms, your sinus infection can be put into one of 
three groups. When symptoms last up to 4 weeks it is considered acute. When they last 
from 4 weeks to 12 weeks it is considered sub-acute. When the symptoms last up to 3 
months it is considered chronic. How long you have symptoms will affect how you will 
be treated. 
  
The symptoms of a sinusitis usually follow a cold that does not improve or worsens after 
5-7 days.  They include: 
 

The sinus cavities are located in the  
• forehead (frontal sinus),  
• cheek bone (maxillary sinus),  
• between the eyes (ethmoid sinus) 
• behind the eyes (sphenoid sinus).  
Together they are called paranasal 
sinuses. 



 

This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the Family Medicine Clerkship at the 
University of Minnesota Medical School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is to 
present information on a medical topic in the format of a patient education handout.  It does not 
necessarily reflect the views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians and 
faculty.  These materials are provided for informational purposes only and are in no way intended 
to take the place of the advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  The 
information provided may no longer be up-to-date since it has not been reviewed since the date 
of creation.  The information provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 
disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of a medical emergency, 
immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 
 

• A stuffed up nose 
• Coughing 
• Fever 
• Pain in the forehead, jaw and around the eyes 
• Pressure in the forehead, jaw and around the eyes 
• Runny nose 
• Headache 
 
It is not necessary for your doctor to do specific tests when you have sinusitis. Your 
doctor can diagnose sinusitis by asking about your symptoms and examining you. In rare 
instances your doctor may send you to an ears, nose and throat doctor for further 
evaluation of your sinus problem. 
 
Most sinus infections are caused by viruses therefore it is not necessary to be treated with 
antibiotics. The infection will usually go away on its own. To relieve your symptoms you 
can treat your symptoms at home by doing things that promote drainage of mucus and 
opening up of the sinuses. If your symptoms do not improve in 10 -14 days or they 
become more severe then you need to see your doctor. 
 
Below are additional resources that you can use to answer some of your questions. 
 
 
Additional Resources: 
 
American Academy of Allergy, Asthma and Immunology 
http://www.aaaai.org/home.aspx 
 
American Academy of Otolaryngology (20 questions about your sinuses) 
http://www.entnet.org/HealthInformation/sinuses.cfm 
 
US National Library of Health 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/PMH0001670/ 
 
E-medicine articles on causes, symptoms, treatment, prevention 
http://www.emedicinehealth.com/sinus_infection/article_em.htm 
 
Web MD – Sinus infection home 
http://www.webmd.com/allergies/sinus-infection 
 
Animated video on sinusitis 
http://youtu.be/SPtJnv-a7do 
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Acute sinusitis 
Chronic sinusitis 
rhinosinusitis 
Upper respiratory infection 
Nasal congestion 
 


