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What is botulinum toxin?

Botulinum toxin is produced naturally by the bacterium Clostridium 
Botulinum. When purified, it can be used in small controlled doses to 
relax excessive muscle contractions. The treatment works by preventing 
nerves from releasing one of the neurotransmitters, acetylcholine.

What is it used for?

Botulinum toxin is used to treat different forms of dystonia, including:

• Blepharospasm (muscle spasm of the eye)
• Cervical dystonia (muscle spasm of the neck)
• Hemi facial spasm (muscle spasm of one side of the face)
• Focal dystonia (spasm of one particular area or limb)

There are several types of botulinum toxin but only types two types are 
used for dystonia. There are currently four brands of botulinum toxin in 
use, these are:

• Type A: Botox®, Dysport®, Xeomin®
• Type B: NeuroBloc ®

Why have I been prescribed this?

Botulinum toxin is the treatment recommended for dystonia. The aim of 
treatment is to:

• reduce abnormal posture and movement
• ease pain and discomfort from overactive muscles 
• make daily activities easier



page 4 of 8

Will this treatment cure dystonia?

Treatment with botulinum toxin is planned on an individual basis. It is 
important to be realistic about the goals of treatment as botulinum 
toxin is not a cure for dystonia.

Botulinum toxin is part of your treatment package and you should 
continue to practice other techniques you find useful.

What are the side effects of botulinum toxin?

The most common side effects are:

• Pain, tenderness and bruising at the injection sites - simple 
painkillers such as paracetamol can be used for a few days until 
these symptoms settle.

• Dry mouth - this can be eased by sucking boiled sweets or chewing 
gum.

• Blurred vision or double vision - this should resolve within 4-6 
weeks.

• Swallowing problems - if this happens you will notice persistent 
problems with coughing when eating or drinking. In this case you 
should contact your GP. You may need to adapt your diet for a 
few weeks, eating softer foods which take less chewing. In 
extreme cases, you may require additional support to maintain 
your hydration and nutritional needs.

• Excessive muscle weakness may occur in the muscles injected or in 
nearby muscles - this will improve over the course of a few weeks.

• Flu-like symptoms can occur in some people - this generally only 
lasts for a few days, simple painkillers such as paracetamol can 
help.
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There is a small risk of:

• Pneumothorax (collapsed lung) - this is were air leaks into the 
space between the lung and chest wall. It is a very rare adverse 
effect of botulinum toxin injections.

All these side effects are reversible but could last weeks to months. It is 
important you discuss any issue with your doctor or nurse.

In very rare cases allergic or hypersensitivity reactions may happen at the 
time of the injection. These reactions would be treated by the staff on 
the unit.

We recommend you do not rub or touch the injection sites for the first 
few days – this is to prevent any spread of the botulinum toxin into 
surrounding areas.

Are there any other options?

This is the treatment recommended by your consultant, though please 
do speak to your consultant if you have any concerns. They will be able 
to discuss other options with you.

Consent

As with any treatment we must seek your consent beforehand. Before 
you start treatment with botulinum toxin we will discuss risks, benefits 
and alternatives with you. If you are unsure about any aspect of the 
treatment proposed, please do not hesitate to ask for more information.

How is the treatment given?

Botulinum toxin is given by injection into a number of muscles around 
the areas affected by dystonia. The nurse or doctor giving the botulinum 
toxin has had special training in which areas to inject and how to give 
the injections. Your neurologist will discuss with you which muscles are 
to be injected.



page 6 of 8

The dose needed varies from person to person, so it is important you 
discuss your progress with your consultant or nurse in order to make 
adjustments where needed.

You may receive injections using the assistance of a machine, an 
electromyography – these are called EMG guided injections. The 
machine helps to identify some of the deeper muscles which are 
affected by dystonia.

Botulinum toxin injections can also be given by trained nurses or 
physiotherapists.

How long will it take?

The treatment will take about 20 minutes.

How will I feel immediately after the treatment?

Everyone is different but most people feel quite well except for mild pain 
around the injection sites.

Will I need any help travelling home from hospital?

No, you can travel to and from the hospital as you would for any 
appointment.

How long will it take to work?

Botulinum toxin usually takes between 3 and 7 days to have any effect, 
but the benefits of each treatment may last several months.

How often will I have to come to the hospital?

Treatment will be offered about every 3 months but is always 
determined on an individual basis.



page 7 of 8

Is botulinum toxin safe during pregnancy?

As the risks of botulinum toxin to an unborn child are not known, we 
recommend you avoid pregnancy. If you wish to become pregnant, 
please speak to your consultant or nurse.

Breast feeding with botulinum toxin treatment is also not advised.

What should I do if I feel unwell?

During working hours you can contact the Neuro Day Care Unit on:

• 0114 271 1598

For anything you consider to be an emergency please go to A&E.

Where can I find further information?

If you would like any further information please speak to your doctor, 
neurologist or nurse. You can contact us on the above number if you 
have any concerns.

You may also find the Dystonia UK helpful for advice on living with 
dystonia:

• https://www.dystonia.org.uk/

https://www.dystonia.org.uk/
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