
Temporomandibular Disorders (TMJ)

The temporomandibular joint (TMJ) is located in front of each of your ears, where your skull 
and lower jaw meet. It allows your lower jaw (mandible) to move. The TMJ is a hinge and 
gliding joint that is the most constantly used joint in the body. If this joint doesn’t work 
effectively, it is called TMJ dysfunction. 

TMJ dysfunction is quite common and has a variety of symptoms such as earaches, 
headaches, sensitive teeth with no dental problems, or difficulty/pain when you bite, chew or 
yawn. There may also be some clicking or or grating sounds in the joint. 

Success in treating your temporomandibular joint (TMJ) or associated muscular symptoms 
depend largely upon the way you treat the involved areas. Some ways to ease the pain include 
massaging the muscles, avoiding certain foods that are hard to chew, doing exercises to relax 
your jaw and face, practicing good posture, and using hot or cold packs on your face. Anti-
inflammatories, such as ibuprofen, may help relax the jaw and reduce the pain. Check with 
your doctor to know if you can take these medications. Wearing a mouth guard or splint can 
help if you clench or grind your teeth, particularly at night. Following the instructions below will 
further help you to manage your symptoms and aid the healing process.

Do’s
• Do breathe through your nose if able, not through your mouth.
• Do rest your tongue against the roof of your mouth to relax your jaw muscles.
• Do maintain good posture at all times (keep your head in the midline over your shoulders).
• If it is painful to open your mouth to brush your teeth, do try using a child’s toothbrush.
• Do sleep on your back with a thin pillow under your head and rolled towel under your neck.
• Do try to limit opening your mouth to a thumb’s thickness when yawning, laughing, coughing, 

sneezing or singing.
• Do cut your food into small, bite-size pieces to prevent opening your mouth too wide.
• When in stressful situations, do utilize stress management techniques to prevent 

unproductive tensing of your jaw, face and neck muscles.

Don’ts
• Do not eat any foods that require prolonged chewing (hard crusts of bread, bagels, tough 

meats or popcorn).
• Do not eat hard “crunchy” foods (peanuts, corn nuts, raw vegetables) or chew on ice cubes.
• Do not chew gum, even occasionally!
• Do not bite into any foods with your front teeth.
• Do not move your jaw in such a way that it causes the joint to make a clicking, popping or 

grinding sound.
• Do not bite your fingernails, chew on pencils or pens, bite your cheeks or lips, etc.
• Do not protrude your lower jaw forward when applying lipstick, eating or talking.
• Do not rest your jaw on your hand.
• If you wear a dental splint, do not play with it with your tongue.
• Do not clench or grind your teeth. Keep your lips together but your teeth apart!
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Exercises to improve jaw function

The purpose of these exercises is to prevent clicking of your jaw joint and to strengthen the 
muscles which pull your jaw backwards. This will relax the muscles which close your mouth, 
as well as the muscles which pull your jaw forward and from side to side. Jour jaw will act 
more like a hinge and this will take the strain off it. 

Exercise

Set aside a five minute period twice a day at times when you are relaxed (ie. just before you 
get up or go to bed). Sit upright to perform all the of the following exercise:

1. Close your mouth and make sure your teeth are touching. Do no “clench” your teeth. Rest 
the tip of your tongue on your palate, just behind the upper front teeth.

2. Run the tip of your tongue backwards towards your soft palate at the back of your mouths 
far back as it will go. Keep your teeth gently together. 

3. Hold your tongue back in this position to keep contact the the soft part of your palate and 
slowly open your mouth until you feel your tongue being pulled away. Do not open your 
mouth any further. Stay in this position for 5 seconds then close your mouth and relax. 

4. Repeat this whole procedure slowly but firmly for the next 5 minutes.

As you open your mouth you should feel the tension in the back of your neck and under your 
chin. The first few times you perform the exercise, do it while looking in a mirror to check that 
your lower teeth move vertically downwards and do not go off to one side.

If you are performing the exercise correctly there will be no clicks or noise from your joints. If 
there is, restart the exercise and continue practicing, adjusting your position until it is click-
free.

Do not do this exercise more than recommended for the first week (five minutes twice a day 
for a week). After the first week, do the exercises as often as you can. This will help to 
strengthen the ligaments around your jaw and relax the muscles with close your mouth. 

You may find your pain is worse in the beginning, this is because you are not used to the 
movement. Over time this will subside.

After 2-3 weeks of doing the exercises, you will find that your muscles will be retrained and 
your jaw will open and close smoothly without any clicking.
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