Bell’s palsy is a medical condition that causes sudden weakness or paralysis of the
muscles on one side of the face. The word palsy means weakness or loss of movement
in muscles, usually caused by nerve damage. In Bell’s palsy, the problem involves the
facial nerve, which is the nerve responsible for controlling many of the muscles in the
face.

The facial nerve is also called cranial nerve VII, meaning it is the seventh pair of nerves
that originate directly from the brain. Unlike spinal nerves that branch from the spinal
cord, cranial nerves come from the brain and mainly control functions in the head and
neck. The facial nerve controls facial expression muscles, helps close the eyelids,
assists with taste on part of the tongue, and helps regulate tear and saliva production.

In Bell’s palsy, the facial nerve becomes inflamed, which means it becomes swollen and
irritated. This swelling interferes with the nerve’s ability to send signals from the brain to
the facial muscles. Because the muscles no longer receive proper signals, they become
weak or temporarily paralyzed.

The facial nerve travels through a very narrow passage inside the skull called the facial
canal. Because this canal is small, even mild swelling of the nerve can compress it. When
the nerve is compressed, electrical signals cannot travel normally along the nerve fibers,
which leads to the loss of muscle control on one side of the face.

The symptoms of Bell’s palsy usually appear suddenly, often developing over a period of
hours. One side of the face may droop, making it difficult to smile, raise an eyebrow, or
close the eye on the affected side. The mouth may appear uneven, and saliva may leak
from the corner of the mouth because the muscles controlling the lips are weakened.

Another common symptom is difficulty closing the eyelid. Normally the facial nerve
controls the muscles that blink and protect the eye. When the nerve is not functioning
properly, the eyelid may remain partially open, which can cause dryness or irritation in
the eye.

Some individuals with Bell’s palsy also experience changes in taste, especially on the
front part of the tongue. This happens because the facial nerve carries taste signals from
that area to the brain. There may also be increased sensitivity to sound in one ear. This
occurs because the facial nerve controls a small muscle in the ear that helps regulate
sound vibrations.

Bell's palsy usually affects only one side of the face. If weakness occurs on both sides
simultaneously, doctors often investigate other possible causes. The condition can occur
at almost any age, though it is more common in adults.

The exact cause of Bell’s palsy is not always known, but many researchers believe it is
related to viral infections. Viruses such as the herpes simplex virus, which is the virus



responsible for cold sores, may remain dormant in nerve tissue and become reactivated.
When the virus becomes active again, it may trigger inflammation in the facial nerve.

Other viruses that have been associated with facial nerve inflammation include the
varicella-zoster virus, which causes chickenpox and shingles, and viruses that cause
respiratory infections.

Diagnosis of Bell’s palsy is usually based on the pattern of symptoms and a physical
examination. Doctors often check whether facial weakness affects the forehead, eye, and
mouth on one side of the face. This helps distinguish Bell’s palsy from other conditions
that may cause facial weakness.

One condition that must sometimes be ruled out is stroke. A stroke occurs when blood
flow to part of the brain is interrupted. In a stroke affecting facial movement, weakness
may appear mainly in the lower face while the forehead muscles may still function. In
Bell’s palsy, both the forehead and lower face are usually affected.

Most cases of Bell’s palsy are temporary. The facial nerve often begins recovering within
a few weeks, and many people regain normal facial movement within several months.
Recovery occurs as inflammation decreases and nerve function gradually returns.

During recovery, some people may experience synkinesis, which is a condition in which
nerve signals reconnect imperfectly. This can cause certain facial muscles to move
together unintentionally, such as the eye closing slightly when smiling.

Treatment often focuses on reducing nerve inflammation and protecting the eye. Doctors
may prescribe corticosteroid medications, which are anti-inflammatory drugs that reduce
swelling. Because the eyelid may not close fully, eye drops or protective coverings may
be used to keep the eye from drying out.

Physical therapy exercises for facial muscles are sometimes recommended to help
maintain muscle strength and coordination while the nerve recovers.

Bell’s palsy is named after Sir Charles Bell, a Scottish surgeon and neurologist who
studied the function of facial nerves in the nineteenth century. His research helped
explain how the facial nerve controls muscle movement in the face.

Although the sudden appearance of facial paralysis can be alarming, Bell’s palsy is
usually not permanent. The majority of individuals experience gradual recovery as the
facial nerve heals and begins transmitting signals normally again.



