
 

Temporomandibular (jaw) joint problems 

The Temporomandibular (jaw) joint (TMJ) is the joint between the jaw bone and the skull, 

located just in front of the ear. The two bones are separated with cartilage disc. Surrounding 

the joint there are muscles and ligaments that enable you to speak and chew.  

 

 

Temporomandibular dysfunction (TMD) 

TMD is the name for a group of very common conditions that cause pain around the jaw 

joint. In some cases it affects only the muscles of the jaw or in other cases the cartilages and 

ligaments as well.  

Symptoms 

• Jaw and face pain 

• Jaw joint noise such as clicking, crunching, grating or popping 

• Earache 

• Headache 

• Jaw locking 

• Limited mouth opening 

• Pain radiating along the cheek bone or down the neck 

What causes it? 

Temporomandibular dysfunction can be associated with many things including: 

• Trauma, for example: 

1. A knock to face or jaw 

2. Unexpected wide mouth opening – as in very wide yawn 

3. Biting down on something hard 

• Tooth grinding (bruxism) and tooth clenching, often at night 

• Stress 

• Nail biting 
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• Uneven bite or altered chewing pattern to avoid a sore tooth  

• May be associated with other stress related disorders such as tension, headaches, 

lower back pain and abdominal pain 

• Sometimes no obvious cause can be found 

Treatment 

Treatments vary depending on whether you are suffering from muscle pain, derangement of 

the joint itself or a combination of both. Generally treatment is aimed at relaxing the jaw 

muscles allowing the cartilage disc to return to a normal position. Studies have shown that 

up to 90% of patients will get better with some self-care, exercises and using a bite guard.  

This treatment includes: 

• Resting the joint as much as possible and avoiding excessive mouth opening e.g. 

yawning 

• Soft diet that requires little chewing and avoiding chewing gum 

• Heat – e.g. warm water in a hot water bottle (avoid boiling water) wrapped in a 

towel applied to the side of the face 

• Identifying and stopping any habits, such as clenching or grinding. Remember that 

these may be ‘subconscious’, i.e. you may not be aware of them 

• Relaxation therapy and learning techniques to control tension and stress 

• Jaw joint exercises – the exercises that are best for you will have been discussed by 

the doctor seeing you. Please remember to carry them out as instructed 

 

Exercises to improve the function of the Temporomandibular joint 

The purpose of the exercise is to prevent clicking of the jaw and to strengthen muscles 

which pull your jaw backwards. It will relax the muscles which pull the jaw forwards, or to 

one side, as you open your mouth. This will take the strain off your joints.  

Set aside two five-minute periods every day at time when you are relaxed and have nothing 

on your mind. One good time is just before you go to bed, another perhaps when you get 

home from work. Sit upright in a chair and carry out the following manoeuvres.  

1. Close your mouth on your back teeth, resting the tip of the tongue on your palate 

just behind the upper front teeth.  

2. Run the tip of your tongue backwards on the soft palate as far as it will go, keeping 

the teeth in contact.  

3. Force your tongue to maintain contact with the soft palate and slowly open your 

mouth until you feel your tongue just being pulled away from the soft palate. Do not 

try to open your mouth further. Keep it in this position for five seconds and then 

close your mouth. Relax for five seconds.  



 

4. Repeat this manoeuvre slowly over the next five minutes in a firm but relaxed 

fashion.  

As you open your mouth you should feel tension in the muscle at the back of your jaw and 

beneath the chin. For the few times that you do the exercise you should check in front of a 

mirror that the lower teeth move vertically downwards-that is, there is no slight movement 

from the side to side as you open your mouth. If the exercise is being carried out correctly, 

there will be no clicks or noise from the joints. If there is, you must be making some error in 

carrying out the exercise.  

Do this exercise no more than the recommended amount for the first week. Initially, it may 

seem to make your pain worse but this will be as a result of the unaccustomed exercise. 

Thereafter, do the exercise as often as you can and this will help to strengthen the ligaments 

around your joints.  

If the exercise is carried out correctly and regularly, over a two or three weeks period you 

will retain your muscles so that your jaw opens and closes smoothly without clicks or jerks, 

and any pain that you are experiencing will subside.  

Avoid biting on front teeth & never bite your finger nails. 

 


