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Jaw joint dysfunction
This information sheet is for people who have jaw joint problems, or who would like information about them, especially a condition called temporomandibular joint dysfunction (TMJD) also sometimes referred to as Myofascial Pain Dysfunction Syndrome.

Jaw joint dysfunction can cause headaches, facial pain and/or jaw clicking. Jaw joint problems are common, but usually get better quickly with the right treatment .Jaw joint problems affect about 40 percent of people at some time in their life. The condition most commonly affects young women.

What is temporomandibular dysfunction?

The medical name for the jaw joints are the temporomandibular joints (TMJ). You have two TMJs, just in front of your ears where your lower jaw bone (mandible) meets your skull. The joints allow you to open and close your mouth, and move it from side to side or backwards and forwards. These movements are brought about by muscles and ligaments that surround the joints. 

Each joint is made up of part of the surface of each bone - the jaw and the skull - surrounded by a capsule. Between the two bones is a disc of cartilage which helps your jaw to move smoothly.
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One common problem is temporomandibular dysfunction (TMJD), where the muscles in your jaw become more tense than usual. There are various other problems that can cause pain in your jaw, as well as clicking, stiffness and spasms (trismus). If you have had teeth removed, particularly from the back of your mouth, your remaining teeth may not meet properly and cause jaw problems. If you have dislocated your jaw in the past or had another jaw injury, this could also cause pain later. 
Your symptoms may include:

· pain - this is most likely to be an aching around your ear, and possibly in your cheek bone or neck, and it often relates to the muscles which control the jaw joint 

· headache 

· clicking and/or cracking noise (crepitus) in your jaw joint when you move it 

· jaw locking 

· stiffness, or being unable to open your mouth properly (trismus) 

· a change in the way your teeth fit together when your jaw is closed 

Your symptoms may be worse when you chew or yawn. They may also be worse if you are stressed.

There are three main causes of jaw joint dysfunction. These are:

· Muscle pain and tension in your face (myofascial pain). Common causes include grinding or clenching your teeth (bruxism), especially at night, biting your nails, holding things between your teeth, stress or injury. 

· Jaw misalignment (internal derangement). This means your jaw is not properly aligned with your skull, so the joint does not work smoothly. This can happen when the articular disc (thin disc within the joint) is in the wrong position, you have had a dislocated jaw, or your jaw joint has been injured. 

· Degeneration of the joint. This is when the jaw joint is affected by arthritis, which happens most commonly in older people. Arthritis can also be caused by injury. 

Injuries that can trigger jaw joint dysfunction include knocks to your jaw or overstretching when yawning, or during dental treatment.

Clicking is caused when the cartilage disc within the joint moves forwards out of its usual position when you open your mouth - the clicking is made when it moves back into place as you close your mouth. The noise may seem louder to you because the joint is close to your ear. Your jaw may lock if the cartilage does not return to its usual position after slipping out of place.

Diagnosis

Your facial surgeon will take a detailed history and examine your head and neck with particular emphasis on the jaw joint. In addition blood test, xrays and scans may be required.

Treatment of jaw joint dysfunction

Treatment depends on the type of jaw joint problem you have.

Self-help (also refer to self help sheet)
Your surgeon will explain the problem to you and give you advice on anything you can do to reduce pain or clicking, such as stifling yawns and eating soft foods that don't need too much chewing.

He or she may recommend some exercises for you to do at home. It's important that you practise these as you have been shown.

Your surgeon may also suggest using a heat pad such as a hot water bottle (filled with warm but not boiling water) wrapped in a cloth or towel.

If stress is causing your symptoms, you may find that relaxation therapy is helpful.

Medicines

You may find that over-the-counter painkillers such as paracetamol or ibuprofen help ease the pain. Always read the patient information that comes with your medicine and if you have any questions, ask your pharmacist for advice.

Non-surgical treatment

If your dentist thinks that you are clenching or grinding your teeth at night then he or she may offer a bite splint. This is a cover made from hard or soft plastic that fits over your upper or lower teeth and stops them coming into contact. You will probably need to wear this in the evenings and at night for two to three months before your dentist is able to see if it has made any improvement. You may notice a reduction in pain sooner than this.

These measures will probably relieve your symptoms. But if they don't, your doctor/dentist may refer you to an oral and facial surgeon. The consultant may prescribe stronger painkillers or other medicines to help relieve the pain. If necessary, he or she may give you a short-term prescription for medicines which are usually used to treat depression - this is because some antidepressants also cause your muscles to relax.
Surgical treatment
A very small number of patients require jaw surgery this will be discussed with you after detailed scans of your jaw joint have been carried out.
Can I get arthritis in my jaw?

Yes, it's possible to get arthritis in your jaw joints (temporomandibular joints), but it's rare.

Explanation

Arthritis is a condition that causes inflammation (swelling) of your joints. There are several different types of arthritis. Two of the most common types are osteoarthritis and rheumatoid arthritis. Both osteoarthritis and rheumatoid arthritis can occur in your temporomandibular joints. It's also possible to get infectious arthritis in your temporomandibular joints.

Osteoarthritis causes the cartilage in your joints to break down. This is more common in older people. If you have osteoarthritis in your jaw, you will experience a grating feeling when you open and close your mouth. If this happens, you should see your dentist or GP for advice. 

Rheumatoid arthritis occurs when your body starts to attack its own cells, causing inflammation. Rheumatoid arthritis can affect your temporomandibular joints, but this is very rare. 

Can physical therapy help to reduce the pain of temporomandibular dysfunction?

Yes, physical therapy can help to improve the symptoms of temporomandibular dysfunction. A physiotherapy referral will be arranged if appropriate
Are there any drugs that I can take to help with my jaw joint problems?

Yes, drug therapy can be helpful for some people.

Explanation

Taking painkillers that you can buy over the counter, such as paracetamol and ibuprofen, should help to relieve the pain. You should always read the patient information leaflet that comes with your medication and ask your pharmacist if you have any questions.

If you're in a lot of pain, your surgeon may prescribe a muscle-relaxing drug to help reduce the tightness and pain in your jaw. If you're waiting for a splint to be made, your dentist may prescribe medication to relieve the pain while you wait. However, these drugs can usually only be taken for about a month or less and are often not suitable for older people.

If your temporomandibular dysfunction is related to anxiety, your doctor may prescribe you a drug called diazepam which relaxes your muscles and can also reduce anxiety. Your doctor will usually only prescribe this if you're in a lot of pain, and it can only be taken for a short period of time.

Are jaw joint problems anything to worry about?

It is important to realise that jaw joint problems, although a nuisance, are not sinister and usually respond to relatively simple measures over a period of time.  Patients themselves can manage most of these treatments.  Occasionally jaw joint problems may return after several years.  It is very rare for jaw joint problems to progress to arthritis.
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