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Abstract:  
 
The clinical diagnosis of acute rhinosinusitis is based on the common signs and 
symptoms, but does not identify those patients for whom treatment is justified, given the 
expense, risk of adverse effects, and bacterial resistance associated with unnecessary 
antibiotic use.  Even if a patient reports symptoms for 7-10 days or symptoms that were 
getting better and are now worsening, antibiotics are not justified absent severe 
symptoms such as high fever, periorbital edema or erythema, severe headache or intense 
facial pain. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the 
Primary Care 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. 
 



 

When should I see my doctor 
about my sinus infection? 

Some warning signs that you 
should see your doctor are: 

■ Intense facial pain around a 
sinus. 

■ High fever (> 102 ⁰F). 

■ Swelling or redness around one 
or both of your eyes. 

■ Severe headache. 

■ Symptoms that have lasted 
more than two weeks. 

 

Can’t my doctor just prescribe 
antibiotics to get rid of the sinus 
infection? 

No.  Unfortunately, it’s not that 
simple.  Recent, high-quality 
studies have shown that as few as 
two out of 100 or even fewer 
sinus infections are caused by 
bacteria and can be effectively 
treated by antibiotics1.  So the 
costs of the antibiotics, the risks 
of unpleasant side effects like 
diarrhea, and potentially creating 
antibiotic resistant bacteria means 
that doctors may be prescribing a 
lot fewer antibiotics for sinus 
infections in the future.  You are 
more likely to be prescribed 
decongestants, salt water rinses, 
and anti-histamines to treat your 
sinus infection. Only your doctor 
can decide what treatment may 
be right for you. 
1

SINUS INFECTIONS:  tips on causes 
and feeling better 

Antibiotics for adults with clinically diagnosed 
acute rhinosinusitis: a meta-analysis of individual 
patient data. Lancet. 2008 Mar 15; 371(9616):909-
14. Young J, De Sutter A, Merenstein D, van Essen 
GA, Kaiser L, Varonen H, Williamson I, Bucher HC. 

 

What are sinuses anyway? 

The sinuses are small air spaces 
inside the bones of our face and 
skull.  They help reduce the 
weight of the skull and can help 
insulate the brain.  They also help 
to warm and moisten the air as it 
passes through the nose and help 
to produce mucus which normally 
helps to clean out the nasal 
passages.  They are connected to 
the nose by small tunnels.  
 

 
 



What is a sinus infection? 

A sinus infection, or what your 
doctor might call acute sinusitis, is 
when the small tunnel connecting 
a sinus to the nasal passages 
becomes blocked. The mucus 
produced in the sinus is trapped 
and pressure builds up.  This can 
cause pain and may provide a 
place for microbes to grow, as 
they won’t be cleared away by the 
flow of mucus. 

What causes sinus infections? 

There can be many causes that 
lead to the tunnels becoming 
blocked including 

■ a virus, bacteria or a fungus 
infection 

■ a chemical irritant inflaming 
the tunnel 

■ a physical defect 

■ too much mucus or too thick of 
mucus 

 

 

How can I tell if I might have a 
sinus infection? 

Common symptoms and signs of a 
sinus infection include: 

■ Headache 

■ Nasal congestion and green or 
yellow nasal discharge 

■ Feeling pressure around your 
forehead, cheeks, and nose 

■ Fever 

■ Sore throat and cough 

■  Pain in your upper back teeth 

 

What can I do if I have a sinus 
infection? 

■ Stay home and rest! 

■ Stop smoking and avoid second 
hand smoke, which can worsen 
your symptoms. 

■ Drink plenty of fluids, which 
helps loosen mucus. 

■ Use saline (salt water) nose 
drops or a neti pot to help 
loosen mucus and moisten the 
tender skin in your nose. 

■ Use decongestants and 
expectorants to reduce 
congestion and loosen mucus. 

■ Use analgesics (examples: 
aspirin, acetaminophen, 
ibuprofen) to relieve pain and 
reduce fever. 

REMEMBER:  Only take medicines 
according to the instructions on 
the label! 

 
 


