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Minoxidil 
 
What is Minoxidil? 
Minoxidil is a blood pressure medication that was discovered to result in increased hair 
growth. Manufacturers turned the tablets into a lotion that could be applied to the scalp to 
promote hair growth. It is now available in a 2% and 5% lotion and a 5% foam. Minoxidil 
promotes the anagen growing phase of hairs, keeping hairs growing for longer.  
 
In the UK Minoxidil lotion and foam is an over the counter (OTC) medication and is not 
available as a NHS item. It can be bought in a single bottle or multiple bottles, providing 
several months’ supply, and the latter often works out a more affordable way of purchasing. 
There are a number of different manufacturers with different brand names. The ingredients 
are often very similar and it is likely that they have a similar effect. 
 
What are the indications for topical Minoxidil? 
The main indication for Minoxidil is male and female pattern hair loss. In these conditions 
the natural trend is a gradual miniaturization of hairs associated with a shortening of the 
growing phase of the hair cycle. Minoxidil maintains the growth phase limiting the 
miniaturization. The aim of treatment is preserving the current density and halting the 
decline, although some regrowth (10-20%) is possible. Minoxidil does not reverse all hair 
loss, nor does it work in all people. 
 
What are the side effects? 
Minoxidil is very well tolerated. Minoxidil is often dissolved in a chemical called propylene 
glycol. This chemical can irritate the scalp causing dryness, redness and itch. Occasional a 
delayed or more immediate allergy can occur, but this is rare. Unwanted hair may grow if 
the lotion drips onto the face. Rarer side effects have been reported which include swelling, 
dizziness, weight gain and palpitations. 
 
Due to the effect of Minoxidil on the hair cycle, it is common for some hairs to come out 
over the first few weeks. This settles within a couple of months and can be viewed 
positively as a sign that Minoxidil is having an effect on the hair cycle. 
 
How long do I need to use it for? 
Initially Minoxidil needs to be trialed for 9-12 months to see if will have a positive effect on 
hair growth. In genetic hair loss, Minoxidil should be used for the long term if it prevents the 
condition from worsening and patients will need to commit to it on a once to twice daily 
basis for years, decades or life long.   
 
I’ve seen higher strengths and preparations with added ingredients – are they better? 
It is common for some hair clinics, trichologists and specialists to add other ingredients or 
increase the strength in the belief that these will work better. There are no head to head 
trials with sufficient numbers or robust outcome measures to justify the often increased 
costs of these “special” preparations.  
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