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BEAUTY

What Botox Can Do and What It Cannot

Botox can quiet selected muscles and nerves, but its usefulness depends on the problem,

the evidence and the person holding the syringe.

The promise in the mirror

You look in the mirror and notice a line that seems deeper than it did yesterday. Or perhaps you

are dealing with migraines, uncontrollable blinking, a contracting neck muscle or a bladder that

keeps interrupting your life. Somehow, the same familiar name-Botox-appears in every

conversation.

"Botox" is often used as shorthand for botulinum toxin injections, although Botox is one brand

among several cosmetic botulinum toxin products approved by the U.S. Food and Drug

Administration (FDA). The drug is made from a toxin produced by Clostridium botulinum, the

bacterium associated with botulism. In carefully prepared, very small amounts, it has both

cosmetic and medical uses.

The basic action is targeted and temporary. Depending on where it is injected, botulinum toxin

weakens or paralyzes selected muscles or blocks selected nerves. In facial muscles, that

means the muscles cannot tighten as strongly, so wrinkles do not show as much. The effects

generally last several months; across its different uses, the reported range is about three to 12

months.

That mechanism also defines its limits. An injection does not broadly renew your skin or

correct every problem that happens to involve pain, movement or muscle tension. It acts on

particular muscles or nerves. Whether that action helps depends on what is producing the

problem, where the toxin is placed and whether the proposed use is supported by evidence.

Wrinkles are the clearest case

For facial wrinkles, the evidence is substantial. A 2021 systematic review included 65

randomized controlled trials and 14,919 participants. It found that botulinum toxin type A

reduced wrinkles within four weeks compared with placebo. Both participants and physicians

were more likely to judge the treatment successful.

That finding is stronger than the impression you get from a striking before-and-after

photograph. Randomized trials compare treated participants with people receiving another
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intervention or a placebo. Even so, the review found important weaknesses: no included study

had a low risk of bias in every assessed area, and the studies differed in products, injection

amounts, facial regions and number of treatment cycles.

Most studies examined moderate to severe wrinkles between the eyebrows after one

treatment cycle. Far fewer examined the forehead, areas around the mouth, the full face or

repeated cycles. Evidence that an injection improves one kind of facial line therefore does not

prove that it works equally well everywhere, with every product or over years of repeated

treatment.

The result is temporary smoothing, not a permanent erasure. The review found limited

evidence about multiple treatment cycles, long-term results, the frequency of major adverse

effects and comparisons with other treatments. Botox can make selected facial wrinkles less

visible. It cannot promise a particular look, a permanent result or an evidence-backed answer

for every line you see in the mirror.

The name on the appointment is not enough. The target, evidence, product and provider all

have to line up.

The medical uses are not cosmetic extras

The same ability to weaken a selected muscle or block a nerve can be useful well beyond

appearance. Botulinum toxin is used for cervical dystonia, a neurological disorder involving

severe neck and shoulder contractions; blepharospasm, or uncontrollable blinking; strabismus,

in which the eyes are misaligned; chronic migraine; and severe underarm sweating.

It can also be used for an overactive bladder and some forms of urinary incontinence. When

self-care measures or other medicines do not work, a health professional may inject botulinum

toxin A into the bladder. The injection relaxes the bladder, creating more room for urine and

lowering the chance of leakage. That is a specific place in a broader treatment pathway, not a

universal first answer for every bladder-control problem.

These uses may share a drug, but they are not interchangeable procedures. The relevant

muscle or nerve, the intended outcome and the duration of benefit differ. Across conditions,

effects may last roughly three to 12 months. That broad span is one reason a promise based on

somebody else's experience-especially somebody treated for a different problem-tells you

little about what to expect.

It also matters that Botox does not treat every condition involving a muscle. Its presence on

the list for chronic migraine, for example, does not establish it as a treatment for every

headache. Likewise, its use for severe underarm sweating does not show that it treats all
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sweating. The diagnosis and the target are part of the treatment, not administrative details

around it.

Teeth grinding sits in the gray zone

Bruxism-teeth grinding or clenching-is one area where the evidence sounds encouraging but

needs careful reading. A 2023 systematic review and meta-analysis of 10 studies found that

botulinum toxin injections into the masseter muscles reduced biting strength and pain.

Benefits appeared early, peaked after several weeks and diminished over time.

The comparison changed as time passed. Botulinum toxin initially outperformed oral splints

and saline injections, but later there was no significant difference in biting force between toxin

and saline groups. Oral splinting had a more enduring effect, particularly after the early weeks.

The reviewers said research is still needed on repeated injections, effects beyond 24 weeks

and whether results differ by age or sex.

An earlier 2019 systematic review reached a more confident conclusion, reporting reduced

bruxism episodes, pain and maximum biting force. But it included only four randomized

controlled trials. The newer review brings together more studies and gives a more

time-sensitive picture: botulinum toxin may reduce force and pain, especially early, while the

benefit fades and some alternatives may last longer.

Botox can weaken the muscles used to bite; that does not mean it removes every driver or

consequence of grinding. The available reviews support possible symptom relief, but they do

not settle the long-term value of repeated injections. If bruxism is the reason you are

considering it, the honest conversation is not simply whether it "works." It is what outcome you

want, how long the evidence follows people and what remains unknown.

The vial and the provider matter

Botulinum toxin is one of the most powerful toxins known, and safe use depends on both the

product and the person administering it. FDA-approved products are prescription-only and

should come from an authorized source. The procedure is considered safe when a trained,

licensed health professional follows official guidance and correctly injects the intended

muscles. It is not risk-free.

Common reactions include pain, swelling or bruising where the injection was given. Headache,

upset stomach and flu-like symptoms can occur, and facial injections may temporarily cause

drooping eyelids. The 2021 wrinkle review found that eyelid drooping and other major adverse
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events were more likely with some toxin products than with placebo, although certainty about

harms varied across comparisons.

The most dangerous shortcuts are not subtle. During one recent 10-month period, health

departments reported 13 people severely ill after self-injecting cosmetic products from

unlicensed sources or having others inject them. All were hospitalized and received botulism

antitoxin; some required mechanical ventilation. Laboratory results were negative, but that did

not rule out botulism because toxin levels can fall below the tests' detection limits.

Do not self-inject. Before an appointment, ask whether the provider has a valid healthcare

license and training in botulinum toxin injections. Ask whether the product is FDA-approved

and obtained from a licensed source. You can also ask to watch it being drawn from its labeled

vial. If the answers are unclear, leave and choose another provider.

Blurred or double vision, drooping eyelids, trouble swallowing, trouble breathing or muscle

weakness after an injection are not wait-and-see problems. They can begin hours to weeks

later and may signal botulism, a rare, potentially deadly medical emergency. Go to an

emergency room immediately.

For the next week, make your question smaller and more useful. Write down the exact problem

you want treated, then ask a licensed professional whether botulinum toxin is established for

that problem, what result is realistic and what remains uncertain. The name on the

appointment is not enough. The target, evidence, product and provider all have to line up.

Where this comes from

- Botox

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine · https://medlineplus.gov/botox.html

- Botulism

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine · https://medlineplus.gov/botulism.html

- How to Stay Safe When Getting Botulinum Toxin Injections | Botulism | CDC

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention ·
https://www.cdc.gov/botulism/prevention/botulinum-toxin-injections.html

- Guidance for Illness Related to "DIY" Injection of Botulinum Toxin | Botulism | CDC

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention · https://www.cdc.gov/botulism/hcp/diy-botox/index.html

- Treatments for Bladder Control Problems (Urinary Incontinence) - NIDDK

National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases ·
https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/urologic-diseases/bladder-control-problems/treatment
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- Effectiveness of Botulinum Toxin Injection on Bruxism: A Systematic Review and
Meta-analysis of Randomized Controlled Trials.

Aesthetic plastic surgery, 2023 · https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36694050/

- Botulinum toxin type A for facial wrinkles.

The Cochrane database of systematic reviews, 2021 · https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34224576/

- Efficacy of botulinum toxin in the treatment of bruxism: Systematic review.

Medicina oral, patologia oral y cirugia bucal, 2019 · https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31246937/
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