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INTRODUCTION 

Temporomandibular disorders (TMDs) are the most common cause of facial pain. They are the third most common 

cause of chronic pain after headache and lower back pain1. The majority of TMDs can be managed with early non-

invasive therapy and advice (68-95% success rate)2. Many patients will improve over a period of months with little or no 

treatment3. It is the recommendation of the guidance produced by the Royal College of Surgeons’ of England with 

respect to TMD that initial management in primary care is appropriate for a significant number of cases2.  This 

recommendation is also reflected in the NICE Clinical Knowledge Summary (CKS) for TMDs4. In general, TMDs, like other 

chronic pain conditions, are fluctuating conditions that can improve and then recur.   

 

DIAGNOSIS  

TMDs are a group of musculoskeletal disorders that affect the jaw joint, muscles of mastication and other supporting 

tissues. Examination and diagnosis of the specific temporomandibular disorder in question should ideally be based on 

the “Diagnostic Criteria for Temporomandibular Disorders (DC/TMD) for Clinical and Research Applications: 

Recommendations of the International RDC/TMD Consortium Network and Orofacial Pain Special Interest Group” 5 . 

If required, simpler diagnostic information can be found in “Temporomandibular Disorders (TMDs): an update and 
management guidance for primary care from the UK Specialist Interest Group in Orofacial Pain and TMDs (USOT)”2 and 
the NICE Clinical Knowledge Summary (CKS) for TMDs4. 
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DIFFERENTIAL DIAGNOSES TO CONSIDER 

- TMD 

- Other causes of headaches 

- Other causes of facial pain (e.g. trigeminal neuralgia)  

- Widespread pain conditions  

- Giant cell arteritis (GCA) 

- ENT Pathology 

- Serious intracranial pathology 

- Malignancy  

 

 

COMMON SYMPTOMS 

- Temporomandibular joint (TMJ) noises 

- Pain arising from the TMJ and/or muscles of 

mastication 

- Pain on opening wide  

- Limited mandibular movement  

- Jaw locking  

COMMON SIGNS  

- TMJ crepitus/clicking on examination  

- Tenderness over the TMJ 

- Tenderness in the muscles of mastication  

- Pain on opening wide 

- Reduced mouth opening   

  

https://www.rcseng.ac.uk/-/media/files/rcs/fds/publications/temporomandibular-disorders-2013.pdf
https://www.rcseng.ac.uk/-/media/files/rcs/fds/publications/temporomandibular-disorders-2013.pdf
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Red Flag signs and symptoms            Urgent referral to secondary care   

The above table has been based on tables found in the TMD guidance produced by the Royal College of Surgeons’ of 

England2 and a paper written by Pemberton et al., on the topic of trismus and malignanc

Red Flag signs and symptoms 
Headache symptoms suggesting secondary headache 
 
Painless trismus 
 

Suspicious intra oral lesion 
 
Opening less than 30mm with one of the following6: 
 

- Opening less than 15mm 
- Progressively worsening trismus 
- Absence of history of clicking 
- Pain of non – myofascial origin 
- Enlarged lymph nodes 
- Suspicious intra oral lesion 

 

Cranial nerve dysfunction 
 
History of head and neck cancer 
 

Mass in head and neck region 
 
Lymphadenopathy 
 

ENT symptoms including; 
 

- Nose bleeds 
- Loss of smell 
- Nasal obstruction/purulent discharge 
- Loss of hearing 

 

Signs of giant cell arteritis 
 

- Jaw claudication 
- Headache 
- Scalp tenderness (particularly enlarged, tender temporal arteries) 
- Raised erythrocyte sedimentation rate (ESR) / plasma viscosity (PV)  
- Ocular symptoms 

 

OTHER REFERRALS  

Note: the following should be referred and discussed with ORAL & MAXILLOFACIAL SURGERY immediately;  

- Suspected mandibular/condylar fractures  

- Luxation: an “open lock” where the disc-condyle complex is positioned anterior to the articular eminence 

and needs the assistance of a clinician to reduce the dislocation 



 



 

TMD Referral Criteria  

 

 

 

  

ORAL MEDICINE 

- Unclear facial pain diagnosis 

- Myalgia/myofascial pain/headache attributed to TMD not responding to conservative measures.  

- Disc displacement with reduction +/- intermittent locking, giving rise to significant symptoms* and not 

responding to conservative measures.  

 

ORAL & MAXILLOFACIAL SURGERY  

- Suspected/confirmed disc displacement without reduction 

- Pain from suspected/confirmed degenerative changes that is not responding to conservative measures  

 

 

*”Joint noises may be sporadic, and may occur in up to 50% of asymptomatic people who do not have a TMD”2. 
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Patient Resources 

 

 https://www.baoms.org.uk/patients/conditions/4/jaw_joint_problems  

 

Initial self-management and home physiotherapy advice patient information leaflet – see below (direct 

extract from TMD guidance produced by the Royal College of Surgeons’ of England2).  

 

  

https://www.baoms.org.uk/patients/conditions/4/jaw_joint_problems


 

Initial self-management and home physiotherapy advice  

Direct extract from TMD guidance produced by the Royal College of Surgeons’ of England2. 
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