
Understanding TMJ Headaches: Causes and 

Treatments

Have you ever experienced a headache that starts in your jaw or neck and radiates upwards? If so, 

you might be dealing with a TMJ headache. These headaches are more common than you might 

think and can disrupt daily life. This article will explore TMJ headaches, their causes, and the 

treatments available to alleviate this discomfort. Understanding the root of these headaches can be 

the first step in managing them effectively and preventing them from interfering with your daily 

activities and overall well-being.

The temporomandibular joint, or TMJ, is a complex and essential part of our anatomy that plays a 

pivotal role in many daily functions. When issues arise within this joint, the consequences can extend 

beyond mere discomfort, affecting various aspects of health. By delving into the causes and 

treatments of TMJ headaches, we can better prepare ourselves to handle this condition and seek 

appropriate help when needed.

What is TMJ?

TMJ stands for temporomandibular joint. It's the joint that connects your jawbone to your skull. You 

have one on each side of your head, just in front of your ears. Think of it like a hinge that allows you 

to move your jaw up and down, side to side, forward and back, enabling you to talk, chew, and 

yawn.

Here's a breakdown of the TMJ:

●​ Bones: The TMJ involves the mandible (lower jawbone) and the temporal bone (side and base 

of the skull).

●​ Cartilage: The ends of these bones are covered with cartilage, a smooth and slippery tissue 

that allows for frictionless movement.
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●​ Disc: A small, soft disc sits between the bones, acting as a shock absorber and allowing 

smooth jaw movement.

●​ Muscles: Several muscles around the jaw control its movement and positioning.

When people say "TMJ," they often mean "TMJ disorders" or "TMD." This refers to conditions that 

cause pain and dysfunction in the jaw joint and the muscles that control jaw movement.

The joint relies on a combination of bones, muscles, and ligaments to function correctly. Any 

imbalance or disruption in these components can result in dysfunction, leading to pain and other 

symptoms.

How TMJ Causes Headaches

TMJ (temporomandibular joint) disorders can cause headaches due to the intricate network of 

muscles and nerves in the head and neck. Here's how:

●​ Muscle Tension and Referral Pain: The muscles involved in jaw movement are connected to 

facial, head, and neck muscles. When the TMJ is misaligned or stressed, these muscles can 

tighten and spasm, leading to pain radiating to the head and causing tension headaches or 

migraines.

●​ Trigeminal Nerve Involvement: The trigeminal nerve is responsible for facial and head 

sensations. It passes close to the TMJ. TMJ dysfunction can irritate or compress the trigeminal 

nerve, triggering pain signals that are perceived as headaches.

●​ Jaw Misalignment and Stress: Problems with the alignment of the jaw joint, such as an uneven 

bite or teeth grinding (bruxism), can put excessive strain on the TMJ and surrounding 

muscles. This chronic stress can lead to headaches.

●​ Inflammation: If the TMJ is inflamed due to arthritis or injury, the inflammation can spread to 

surrounding tissues and nerves, contributing to headache pain.

Common characteristics of TMJ headaches:

●​ Location: Often felt on one or both sides of the head, temples, or behind the eyes.
23622 Calabasas Rd., #119, Calabasas, CA |  (818) 341-1345 | aestheticsmiledesigns.com

https://powerofthesmile.com/tmj-disorders/temporomandibular-joint-dysfunction/
https://powerofthesmile.com/tmj-disorders/tmj-and-nerves/
https://powerofthesmile.com/tmj-disorders/tmj-and-nerves/
https://powerofthesmile.com/dental-health/misaligned-jaw/
https://powerofthesmile.com/dental-problems/malocclusion/
https://powerofthesmile.com/dental-problems/malocclusion/
https://powerofthesmile.com/dental-concerns/teeth-grinding-bruxism/


●​ Type of pain: Dull, aching, or throbbing pain.

●​ Associated symptoms: Jaw pain, clicking or popping in the jaw, earache, facial pain, dizziness, 

and neck pain.

It's important to note that not all headaches are caused by TMJ disorders. If you experience frequent 

or severe headaches, it's crucial to consult a healthcare professional for proper diagnosis and 

treatment.

TMJ Headache Symptoms

It's tricky because TMJ headaches often mimic other types of headaches, but here are some clues 

that your headache might be linked to your jaw:

Key Symptoms:

●​ Headache Location:

○​ Often felt on one or both sides of the head.

○​ Concentrated around the temples

○​ Pain behind the eyes

●​ Headache Quality:

○​ Dull, aching pain

○​ Throbbing sensation

○​ It feels like a tension headache or migraine.

Accompanying Jaw-Related Symptoms:

●​ Jaw pain or tenderness: Discomfort when you open or close your mouth or touch the area 

around your jaw joint.

●​ Clicking or popping sounds in the jaw: A telltale sign of potential TMJ issues.

●​ Limited jaw movement: Difficulty opening your mouth wide or moving your jaw from side to 

side.
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●​ Earaches or a feeling of fullness in the ears: The TMJ is located close to the ears, so problems 

with the joint can affect them.

●​ Facial pain: Pain in the cheeks, jaw, or around the ears.

●​ Changes in your bite: Your teeth may not fit together as they used to.

●​ Neck pain and stiffness: The muscles controlling your jaw are connected to your neck, so TMJ 

issues can lead to neck problems such as pain or stiffness.

Important Note: These symptoms can also be associated with other conditions. If you're 

experiencing these issues, seeing a doctor or dentist is essential for a proper diagnosis. They can 

help determine if your headaches are related to TMJ disorders or something else.

Causes of TMJ Headaches

Several factors can contribute to TMJ disorders and the resulting headaches:

Bruxism (Teeth Grinding)

Grinding or clenching your teeth, especially at night, can stress the TMJ more, leading to headaches. 

This condition is often exacerbated by stress or anxiety, making it more challenging to control 

without conscious effort or intervention. Over time, bruxism can lead to significant wear and tear on 

the teeth and jaw, worsening TMJ symptoms if left unaddressed.

Many individuals may not even know that they grind their teeth, as it often occurs during sleep. 

Recognizing the signs of bruxism, such as worn teeth or jaw pain upon waking, can prompt 

individuals to seek evaluation and treatment. Nightguards and stress management techniques are 

common approaches to mitigating the effects of bruxism.

Misalignment of the Jaw

When the jaw is not aligned properly, it can cause undue stress on the TMJ and surrounding 

muscles, leading to pain and headaches. This misalignment can be due to various factors, including 

genetic predisposition, previous injuries, or dental issues. Addressing the root cause of misalignment 

can be key to alleviating the associated symptoms.
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Orthodontic treatments or corrective dental procedures can often correct jaw misalignment. These 

interventions help reduce TMJ-related headaches and improve overall oral health and function. 

Consulting with a dental professional can help determine the best action for individuals experiencing 

jaw alignment issues.

Stress and Anxiety

High levels of stress can lead to muscle tension in the jaw, neck, and shoulders, which can 

exacerbate TMJ symptoms and cause headaches. This tension can be both a cause and a result of 

TMJ dysfunction, creating a cycle of pain and discomfort that can be challenging to break. 

Incorporating stress management techniques into daily routines can be beneficial in reducing 

TMJ-related symptoms.

Meditation, deep breathing exercises, or yoga can help decrease stress and promote relaxation. 

Addressing the emotional and psychological aspects of TMJ disorders can help individuals find relief 

and prevent the recurrence of symptoms. Identifying stress triggers and learning effective coping 

mechanisms can play a significant role in managing TMJ headaches.

Injury

An injury to the jaw or head can damage the TMJ and lead to chronic pain and headaches. Trauma 

from accidents, sports injuries, or falls can impact the delicate structures of the TMJ, causing 

long-term issues if not addressed. Early intervention and treatment can prevent further complications 

and promote healing.

In some cases, physical therapy or surgical intervention might be necessary to correct damage 

caused by injury. Collaborating with healthcare professionals to develop a comprehensive treatment 

plan can ensure the best possible recovery and pain management outcomes. Recognizing the 

impact of injuries on TMJ function is crucial for effective treatment and prevention of chronic 

symptoms.
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TMJ Headache Treatment

The good news is that several effective treatments are available for TMJ headaches. Here are some 

options that can help alleviate the pain:

Home Remedies

●​ Warm Compress: Applying a warm compress to the jaw can help relax the muscles and 

reduce pain. This simple remedy can be used as often as needed and can be particularly 

helpful in managing acute pain episodes.

●​ Jaw Exercises: Gentle jaw exercises can improve mobility and reduce tension. Regular 

practice can strengthen the muscles and promote better joint function over time.

●​ Stress Management: Techniques such as meditation or yoga can help reduce stress and 

prevent teeth grinding. Incorporating these practices into daily routines can provide 

long-term benefits for both physical and mental well-being.

Home remedies can be an effective starting point for managing TMJ headaches, providing relief 

without more invasive treatments. However, consulting with a healthcare professional is essential to 

ensure these methods are appropriate for your specific condition.

Dental Treatments

●​ Mouthguards: Wearing a custom-fitted mouthguard at night can prevent teeth grinding and 

alleviate pressure on the TMJ. These devices are tailored to fit each individual's mouth, 

ensuring maximum comfort and effectiveness.

●​ Corrective Dentistry: Procedures such as Biorejuvenation can realign the jaw and improve the 

function of the TMJ. These treatments can offer long-term solutions to structural issues that 

contribute to TMJ headaches.

Dental treatments can address the underlying causes of TMJ disorders, providing more permanent 

relief from symptoms. Consulting with a TMJ dentist specializing in TMJ disorders can help 

determine the most appropriate dental interventions for your situation.
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Medical Treatments

●​ Medication: Anti-inflammatory drugs or muscle relaxants can temporarily relieve pain and 

inflammation. These medications can be used in conjunction with other treatments to manage 

acute symptoms effectively.

●​ Physical Therapy: A physical therapist can guide you through exercises to strengthen the jaw 

muscles and improve alignment. This approach can be particularly beneficial for individuals 

with chronic TMJ issues, promoting long-term healing and function.

●​ Surgery: In severe cases, surgical intervention might be necessary to correct structural issues 

with the jaw. While surgery is typically considered a last resort, it can offer significant relief for 

individuals with severe or persistent TMJ disorders.

Medical treatments offer a range of options for managing TMJ headaches, from non-invasive 

approaches to more complex interventions. Collaborating with healthcare providers can help tailor a 

treatment plan that addresses your needs and symptoms.

When to See a Dentist

If you're experiencing frequent headaches accompanied by jaw pain or tightness, consult a dentist 

specializing in TMJ disorders like Dr. Bernie Villadiego. He can provide a comprehensive evaluation 

and recommend a treatment plan tailored to your needs. Early diagnosis and intervention can 

prevent the progression of symptoms and improve treatment outcomes.

It's also crucial to seek professional help if your symptoms persist despite trying home remedies or 

over-the-counter treatments. A dentist like Dr. Bernie with expertise in TMJ disorders can offer 

specialized care and guidance, helping you find relief from pain and improve your overall health. 

Taking proactive steps to address TMJ issues can significantly improve your life and well-being.

TMJ Dentist

Dr. Villadiego’s dedication extends beyond routine check-ups. He aims to foster long-term 

relationships with every patient who walks through the door. Whether you’re addressing specific 

concerns or want a smile makeover his philosophy shines through in every interaction.
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