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THE SNEEZE Caregiver Support

Sneezing and coughing are defense mechanisms designed to expel irritants, ° []
allergens, and pathogens from our nose and lower airways respectively. The Through Llf e s
sneeze and cough are triggered by discrete sensory receptors that have dif-
ferent nerve innervations (1). I want to focus on the sneeze reflex which is Final Journey
triggered by stimulation of receptors in the mucous membranes of the nasal

cavity. These receptors are stimulated by pollen, smoke, odorants, and other
particulate matter. Bacteria and fungal spores present in dust may also act
as triggers for sneezing. Viral and bacterial infections as well as inflamma-
tory responses can trigger the sneeze reflex. Sudden changes in light and
temperature have been known to trigger a sneeze. The information from
the receptors in the nose is carried by the trigeminal nerve to the brain. The
trigeminal nerve (CN 5) is the largest of our 12 cranial nerves. It has three
main branches that carry both motor and sensor nerves to our entire face.
These three branches leave the skull through three different openings or fo-
ramen. You guessed it, its name comes from the Latin trigeminus (threefold
or triplets) referring to its three distinct branches.
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Once the message gets to the brain, respiratory muscles groups are activat- o
ed. The inhalation phase begins with the diaphragm and intercostal muscles M A I ff - S h d
drawing in a large volume of air. During the compression phase, the soft c u I e epar

palate contracts and seals the nasopharyngeal passage, and pressure in the

windpipe can reach 1 psi. Then the glottis opens and the explosive exha- Discove ry Center

lation phase occurs. Most people have (or develop) their own sneeze style.

A sneeze is repeated if the irritant in the nasal mucosa is not removed. Al- Function Room, 2 Institute Dr. ’ Concord

though one can mute a sneeze it is probably not the best maneuver as the
pressure that is built up in the airways is quite considerable (5-20 times a S t d 0 t b 1 7
normal sneeze) and if not released could rupture small blood vessels, move a u r ay, c o er

mucus up into the middle ear, or even rupture the ear drum.

°
A given sneeze can release up to 40,000 virus-laden droplets which can travel 9 - 1 1 ° 3 O a ° m °
over 20 feet and remain suspended in the air for up to 10 minutes. Airflow
generated during a sneeze can reach up to 60-100 mph. (2) Therefore, it is

good hygiene to cover your sneeze with your sleeve, or if you have advanced
notice, with a tissue that can be discarded.

Being prepared as a caregiver
at life’s end brings clarity,
confidence, and a deeper
sense of purpose during

an emotionally complex
time. Inspired by Navigating
Life's Final Journey by Pat
O’Connor, this program
equips caregivers with
practical tools, emotional
insight, and steady support.

Al Trivia FYI:

Walt Disney hired Billy Gilbert to voice Sneezy in Snow White
and the Seven Dwarfs.

The longest lasting “sneezing fit” (976 days) is credited to Donna
Griffiths of the UK in 1981.
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First 50 registrants will receive a copy
of Navigating Life’s Final Journey!
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For information contact: Barbara Hays 603.582.3361 granitevna.org

Granite VNA complies with applicable Federal civil rights laws and does not discriminate in services and
access to treatment, appropriate care or employment in its programs or activities on the basis of race, color, sex
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