The Daily Grind Causing Daily Head Aches?
I’m sure you’ve heard a friend, family member or co-worker complain about daily headaches, neck pain or shoulder pain. Maybe you are even experiencing it yourself.  There are varying degrees of this type of pain. This can be anything from minor aching to debilitating pain that keeps people from enjoying their lives. In the worst cases people are confined to the bed or recliner. In the most minor cases, people associate the pain they are feeling with sinus pressure, looking at a computer all day or just stress. In a lot of instances people become so acclimated to the daily discomfort they don’t realize that they don’t have to feel this way. They think it is normal!  While there are many conditions that can cause such discomfort, many have not considered that their teeth or their mouth could be the problem.  They are simply not aware that their dentist can alleviate much of their pain by doing some very simple tests.

There are literally hundreds of thousands of people walking around every day with some degree of head/neck/shoulder pain caused by their own bite.  Many of these people may not even be aware of it or don’t know the true cause of their pain.  Fortunately there are new technologies and treatments that are literally, in some cases, changing the quality of life for those who are in constant discomfort.

In recent years there have been great advances in dentistry, particularly in the area of treating TMJ (Temporomandibular Joint) disorders, chronic head and facial pain and headaches.  Dentists now have a wonderful opportunity to provide patients with several treatment modalities to help alleviate the chronic pain associated with TMD.
The TMJ is muscles and joints that join the mandible bone of the jaw to the temporal bone at the base of the skull.  These muscles are closure muscles and allow us to chew but constant strain on these muscles can cause them to work harder or in a way that is less than ideal, causing aching and even severe pain in the muscles of the head, face, neck and even the shoulders. The improper function of these muscles can also cause the disk in the joint to shift causing popping, clicking or grinding sounds to occur.  The shifting disk can also allow the bones of the jaw to rub together, compressing the nerve and producing pain.  
Common symptoms of TMD (Temporomandibular Dysfunction) are:
· Headaches

· Pain or Soreness of  the Head, Face, Neck, or Shoulders

· Earaches

· Clicking or Popping of the Joint
· Difficulty Opening or Closing the Mouth

· Pain Behind the Eyes

· Ringing in the Ears

· Tingling Hands

Many signs of the condition may also manifest in the teeth and surrounding structures of the mouth as well.  There may be:

· Loose, Worn, Chipped Teeth

· Gum Recession

· Notches in the Tooth at the Gumline
· Loose Teeth
· Scalloped Shaped Border On The Tongue

· Tenderness On The Inside Of The Cheek

There are many causes of muscle stress and improper function:
· A Bad Bite

· Missing Teeth 

· Tooth Grinding or Clenching 

· Injury

· Stress

· Excessively Worn Teeth

While there is no definite reason we know of at this time, women are most commonly affected by these problems but men do often experience them as well.  Typical onset is in the twenties or thirties and symptoms often increase in frequency and severity as you age.  This is due to the constant shifting of the teeth and/or due to dental work and tooth loss. You are also more likely to have TMD if you’ve had teeth extracted before braces were put on causing arch restriction and strained lower jaw movement. 

Diagnosis of these conditions can be made by your dentist by completion of a full exam including a head and neck evaluation, x-ray (of the joint and the teeth), a bite evaluation and impressions for models of the teeth.  Once the cause has been identified your dentist may suggest a variety of treatment steps by designing a night guard, an Orthotic, orthodontic movement of the teeth, replacement of missing teeth(with implants/crowns and/or bridges) and equilibration to restore harmony to the way the teeth come together and the function of the muscles.  
Remember, that tiredness in the jaw and headache when you wake up may not be just sinus pressure or that afternoon headache may not be just a stressful day at work. The neck and shoulder pain may not be just a day in front of the computer; it may very well be all about the way your teeth come together.  

