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NERVE PALSY

FACIAL NERVE PROBLEMS

Twitching, weakness, or paralysis of the face are
symptoms of a disorder involving the facial nerve,
not a disease in itself. Abnormal movement or
paralysis of the face can result from infection, injury,
or tumors, and an evaluation by your physician is
needed to determine the cause. An ENT-head and
neck surgeon has special training and experience in
managing facial nerve disorders.

WHAT IS THE FACIAL NERVE?

The facial nerve resembles a telephone cable and contains 7,000 individual nerve fibers. Each fiber
carries electrical impulses to a specific facial muscle. Information passing along the fibers of this nerve
allowsustolaugh, cry, smile, or frown, hence the name, "the nerve of facial expression.”
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When half or more of these individual nerve fibers are interrupted, facial weakness occurs. If these nerve
fibers areirritated, then movements of the facial muscles appear as spasms or twitching. The facial nerve
not only carries nerve impulses to the muscles of the face, but also to the tear glands, to the saliva glands,
and to the muscle of the stirrup bone in the middle ear (the stapes). It also transmits taste from the front
of the tongue. Since the function of the facial nerve is so complex, many symptoms may occur when the
fibers of the facial nerve are disrupted. A disorder of the facial nerve may result in twitching, weakness,
or paralysis of the face, in dryness of the eye or the mouth, orin disturbance of taste.

WHAT IS THE FACIAL NERVE?

The anatomy of the facial nerve is very complex. The facial nerve passes through the base of the skullin
transit from the brain to the muscles of facial expression. After leaving the brain, the facial nerve enters
the bone of the ear (temporal bone) through a small bony tube (the internal auditory canal) in very close
association with the hearing and balance nerves. Along its inch-and-a-half course through a small canal
within the temporal bone, the facial nerve winds around the three middle ear bones, in back of the
eardrum, and then through the mastoid (the bony area behind the part of the ear thatis visible).

After the facial nerve leaves the mastoid, it passes through the salivary gland in the face
(parotid gland) and divides into many branches, which supply the various facial muscles. The
facial nerve gives off many branches as it courses through the temporal bone: to the tear
gland, to the stapes muscle, to the tongue (for taste sensation), and to the saliva glands.



BELL'S PALSY AND OTHER CAUSES

The most common cause of facial weakness which comes on suddenly is referred to as
"Bell's palsy." This disorder is probably due to the body's response to a virus: in reaction
to the virus the facial nerve within the ear (temporal) bone swells, and this pressure on
thenerveinthe bony canal damagesit.

In order to be sure that this is the cause of the facial weakness, and not something else, a special set of
questions will be asked. After an examination of the head, neck, and ears, a series of tests may be
performed. The most commontests are:

B Hearing Test: Determines if the cause of damage to the nerve has involved the hearing nerve, inner
ear, or delicate hearing mechanism.

B BalanceTest: Evaluates balance nerveinvolvement.

B Tear Test: Measures the eye's ability to produce tears. Eye drops may be necessary to prevent drying
of the surface of the eye cornea).

® Imaging: CT (computerized tomography) or MRl (magnetic resonance imaging) determine if there
isinfection, tumor, bone fracture, or otherabnormality in the area of the facial nerve.

B Electrical Test: Stimulates the facial nerve to assess how badly the nerve is damaged. This test may
havetoberepeatedatfrequentintervalsto seeif the diseaseis progressing.

DIAGNOSIS, PROGNOSIS, AND TREATMENT OF BELL'S PALSY

The three questions most often asked by the patient are: What is the cause (diagnosis)?, When can |
expectrecovery (prognosis)?,and What can be done to bring about the best recovery at the earliest
possible moment (treatment)? In order to answer these questions, your doctor must perform an
extensive evaluation to determine the cause and which area of the facial nerve is involved, so that
the besttreatment canbe prescribed.

TREATMENT

Theresults of diagnostic testing will determine treatment.

m Ifinfectionis the cause, then an antibiotic to fight bacteria (asin
middle ear infections) or antiviral agents (to fight syndromes
caused by viruses like Ramsay Hunt) may be used.

m If simple swelling is believed to be responsible for the facial
nerve disorder, then steroids are often prescribed.

B In certain circumstances, surgical removal of the
bone around the nerve (decompression) may be

appropriate.
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