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Figures from the British Dental Health Foundation estimate that
one in four people suffer from TMJ (temporomanibular joint
disorder) - a debilitating condition that can cause intense pain
in the face and jaw and completely affect the quality of a
person's life.

hile teaching a course in massage for
the treatment of TMJ I asked
students how many thought they had

TMJ. In a room of 30 people, five people raised
their hand. By the end of the morning, after a
palpation assessment exercise and discussion
around signs and symptoms I asked the question
again and this time over half the class raised their
hand.

This came as no surprise to me. In my 16
years' experience as a dental nurse I saw many

W patients pass through the surgery suffering with
TMJ. 

Conventional treatments on offer had mixed
success and included wearing splints at night,
taking muscle relaxant drugs and painkillers,
adjusting high fillings and replacing worn fillings.
When these measures failed, patients would be
referred to a specialist for extensive tests
including panoramic x-rays and even MRI.
Surgery was an option but was very rarely
considered as a last resort. 

So what is TMJ? Why is it so
difficult to diagnose and treat?
More importantly what can we
as massage therapists do
about it?
TMJ stands for TemporoMandibular Joint
The TMJ is the hinge joint that connects the lower
jaw (mandible) to the temporal bone of the skull.
The joints move up and down and side to side
and enable you to talk, chew, and yawn. Muscles
attached to and surrounding the joint control its
position and movement.

Because it combines a hinge action with sliding
motions, the TMJ is one of the most complex
joints in your body. The parts of the bones that
interact in the joint are covered with cartilage and
are separated by a small shock-absorbing disc,
which keeps the movement smooth.
TMJ is also used to describe a number of
diseases and disorders associated with the joint. 

What are TMJ
diseases/disorders? 
TMJ diseases and disorders are a complex set of
conditions that can cause pain in the area of the
joint and associated muscles and/or problems
using the jaw. Both or just one of the joints may
be affected. TMJ diseases and disorders can
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affect a person's ability to speak, eat, chew,
swallow, and even breathe.

TMJ diseases and disorders
fall mainly into three
categories. A person may have
one or more of these
conditions at the same time.
☯ Myofascial pain. This refers to discomfort or
pain in the muscles that control jaw function and
can also extend to the muscles in the neck and
shoulders.
☯ Internal derangement of the joint. This
involves displacement of the disc that acts as a
cushion between the skull and lower jaw.
☯ Inflammatory joint disease, including arthritis,
an inflammatory condition that affects a joint; and
synovitis, an inflammatory condition of the
synovial membrane. The synovial membrane
lines the joint and produces a fluid that lubricates
the joint.

Causes - Certain factors can
make people more prone to
TMJ disorder: 
☯ Having one dominant chewing side; 
☯ Teeth grinding (bruxism): many people grind
their teeth when they sleep. Other people tend to

clench their teeth during stressful situations. Both
situations put unnecessary stress on the jaw;
☯ Whiplash injury to the neck;
☯ Dentures: having worn-down dentures or ones
that do not fit properly can cause jaw imbalance;
☯ Repetitive chewing: Consistent gum chewing
or tendency to eat other chewy foods can weaken
jaw muscles;
☯ Heavy telephone use: using the phone for
long periods of time, while cradling the phone
between the chin and shoulder, can cause jaw
pain;
☯ Dental orthodontia.

How do we know if a client 
has TMJ?
First and foremost, as massage therapists it is
NOT our job to diagnose.
Even for the dental surgeon diagnosing TMJ
diseases and disorders can be difficult and
confusing. Apart from the three main categories
stated above, facial pain can be a symptom of
many conditions, such as sinus or ear infections,
decayed or abscessed teeth, various types of
headache, and facial neuralgia (nerve-related
facial pain). 

Massage can bring about huge relief for TMJ
sufferers where the soft tissues are involved.
However, there is always the possibility of

another problem that needs intervention by a
dental professional. 

If a client is describing symptoms that make
you suspect TMJ there is a simple palpation
assessment you can perform to help determine if
there is a problem with the joint and soft tissues.
You should then refer your client to their dentist
for a full assessment and diagnosis and then
bring them back to you for treatment to
complement the work their dentist is doing. 

Signs and symptoms
Pain is the most common symptom. TMJ pain is
often described as a dull aching pain in the jaw
joint and nearby areas, including the ear. Some
people, however, report no pain, but still have
problems using their jaw. Other symptoms can
include: 
☯ Being unable to open the mouth comfortably; 
☯ Clicking, popping or grating sounds in the jaw
joint; 
☯ Jaws that get 'stuck' or 'lock' in the open- or
closed-mouth position (trismus);
☯ Headaches; 
☯ A bite that feels uncomfortable or 'off'; 
☯ Neck, shoulder and back pain; 
☯ Swelling on the side of the face. 
Additional symptoms may include: ringing in the
ears, ear pain, decreased hearing, dizziness and
vision problems, sensitivity to light, and
headaches.

So what can WE do? 
The good news is that appropriately trained
massage therapists are in a unique position to
help sufferers of this condition get out of pain.
Disorders of the muscles of the TMJ are the most
common complaints by TMJ patients. 
The two major observations concerning the
muscles are pain and dysfunction. Simple cases
of this type of TMJ are caused by overuse of the
muscles. Pain in the joint will often be coming
from the soft tissues surrounding it. Even if there
is a physical problem with the disc or the joint
itself the muscles will often be involved and a
significant reduction in pain and improved
function can be achieved with trigger point work. 
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My own journey with TMJ and
trigger point therapy
It was shortly after qualifying as a massage
therapist that my boss at the surgery mentioned
trigger points to me as he had heard they could
be indicated in TMJ. 

This passing comment set me on a path of
discovery which was to shape my whole massage
career. I discovered that trigger points in the
trapezius, sub-occipitals and SCM are often the
main cause of pain in the TMJ. These can then
set up satellite or secondary trigger points in the
masticatory muscles (temporalis, masseter,
lateral pterygoid, and medial pterygoid).
For example, trigger points in the SCM can
maintain secondary trigger points in the jaw
muscles that are the cause of jaw pain and
misalignment of the TMJ itself. When you treat
the primary trigger points the secondary are often
resolved also. 

Over the next few months we began looking for
volunteers amongst our TMJ patients to try
massage for their condition. Everyone we asked
was enthusiastic - after all what was the worst
that could happen? They might just have a nice
massage! 

To all of our amazement the treatments began
to make a real difference to people who had been
through years of pain and restriction.
One such person was a young woman called
Vicky. A student at veterinary college, Vicky was
under huge amounts of stress. When she first
came to me she had a trismus. Her jaw was
locked closed and at her first visit, she could only
open her mouth the width of two fingers. She also
suffered from severe headaches.

Vicky attended for massage and trigger point
therapy weekly. In the beginning we could not
treat the muscles of mastication due to the
severely limited access, so treatment was
focused around the neck and shoulders

particularly the trapezius, sub-occipitals and
SCM. 

After her third appointment Vicky was very
pleased to report that she could now open her
mouth the width of four fingers. I respectfully
pointed out that for most people to be able to do
that they would need a flip top head! We then
continued to treat these muscles for another
three weekly appointments after which Vicky
reported that her jaw felt loose and comfortable
and pain free and her headaches were gone.
Vicky continues to have monthly maintenance
treatments to help prevent the problem returning.
This story was just one in a series of success
stories with this condition which set me off on my
'Trigger Point Journey'. 

This soon led me to Jing Advanced Massage
and their fantastic Holistic Medical Massage
courses which teach proven trigger point
protocols for the treatment of pain. My practical
experience led to the one-day TMJ course (next
one February 16th 2009) which gives you great
techniques to help make a real difference to
sufferers of this debilitating condition. TT

Tracey Kiernan is a former dental
nurse turned massage therapist who
specialises in the treatment of pain
from her clinic in Liverpool. She is
also a head teacher for Jing
Advanced Massage. Jing Advanced
Massage and Training is an
organisation dedicated to excellence
in all aspects of postgraduate
massage training. Based in Brighton,
we offer courses around the country
all of which aim to make you the best
bodywork therapist you can possibly
be. Please call or check our website
for further information and course
dates. www.jingmassage.com
info@jingmassage.com
Tel: 01273 628942

Beautelle
expands

Beautelle Ltd     
Tel: 0121 322 0920
www.beautelle.co.uk

rand new for Autumn 2008 is a
functional collection of wood treatment
tables designed to encompass useful

storage cabinets. These practical and versatile
BLENHEIM PLINTHS are hand crafted in natural
wood using traditional materials to combine
comfort with a practical design solution providing
a unique treatment and storage facility, ideal for
any professional therapy environment.

Each wooden treatment plinth features
integral cabinets for space-saving storage and
encompasses a most comfortable and sturdy
upholstered treatment area that can be utilised
as massage table, treatment couch or beauty
bed. Beautelle offer amongst their optional
attachments for this table a face cradle unit,
ideal for massage therapy.

This new plinth design gives all encompassing
streamlined storage - the perfect furniture
solution. Designed and manufactured here in the
UK, a custom-made service is offered on the
new treatment plinths and coordinating modular
room cabinets are also available to special order.
A choice of water repellent lacquered wood
finishes is available, along with an array of vinyl
upholstery fabrics. TT
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