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How Stress Shows Up in Your Mouth —
From Clenching to Canker Sores
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Deadlines rarely announce themselves in the jaw, yet that is often where a stressful quarter ends
up. People come away from a hard stretch at work with a sore jaw in the morning, an ulcer on the
inside of the cheek, or gums that seem touchier than usual — and don't connect any of it to the

pressure they've been under.

Your mouth is sensitive to stress for a mix of reasons: changes in behaviour, in body chemistry,
and in the routines that usually keep things in check. None of this means stress "causes" dental
disease on its own. But stress can tip the balance, and recognising the signs early makes them

easier to manage.

Clenching you may not notice

The most common way stress reaches the teeth is through tension in the jaw muscles —
unconscious clenching during a tense meeting, or grinding at night. Because much of it happens
outside awareness, the first clues are usually indirect: a tight or tired jaw on waking, a dull ache

near the temples, teeth that feel sensitive, or a partner mentioning a grinding sound.

Daytime clenching is worth catching simply because it is easier to interrupt once you're aware of
it. A useful cue is the phrase "lips together, teeth apart" — at rest, your back teeth shouldn't be
touching. If you notice your jaw is clamped while you're typing or driving, that awareness itself is
the first step. Persistent jaw tension or grinding is something a dentist can assess and manage, so

it's reasonable to raise it rather than wait it out.

Canker sores and the stress connection

Recurrent mouth ulcers — the small, round, pale sores with a red border that show up inside the
cheeks, lips, or along the tongue — are known as aphthous ulcers. Their exact cause isn't fully
understood, but stress is one of the factors commonly associated with flare-ups, alongside things
like minor trauma from a toothbrush, certain foods, and run-down periods when you're not

sleeping well.



Canker sores are not contagious and are different from cold sores, which appear on the lips and
are caused by a virus. Most canker sores settle on their own within a week or two. What helps in

the meantime:

¢ Avoid sharp, salty, acidic, or very spicy foods that sting the area.
¢ Rinse gently with warm salt water.

o Over-the-counter soothing gels can ease discomfort.

A sore that lasts beyond about two weeks, keeps coming back, or is unusually large deserves a

professional look rather than continued home care.

When routines slip

Stress has a quieter effect that is easy to underestimate: it erodes the small habits that protect

your mouth. During a demanding period, it is common to:

e Brush more quickly, or skip the evening brush when you fall into bed exhausted.
¢ Lean on coffee, energy drinks, and sugary snacks to get through the day.
¢ Graze at the desk, which keeps the mouth in an acidic state for longer.

» Smoke or vape more if that's a habit you already have.

Individually, none of these is dramatic. Stacked over weeks, they create conditions that favour
plaque build-up and decay. Gum tissue can also look more inflamed when oral hygiene lapses, and
stress may make that inflammation more noticeable. The practical takeaway is that protecting
your two-minute brush, twice a day, is one of the highest-value things you can hold onto when

everything else feels chaotic.

Other mouth changes people report under stress

A few less common experiences come up as well. Some people notice a persistent dry mouth,
which can follow from certain medications, from breathing through the mouth when anxious, or
simply from not drinking enough water during a hectic day. Others describe a burning or tingling
sensation with no obvious sore, sometimes called burning mouth syndrome, which has several
possible contributors and is worth having assessed rather than self-diagnosing. If any symptom is

new, persistent, or worrying, it is sensible to talk to your dentist, who can examine the area in

person and rule out other causes before putting it down to stress.

Practical steps for high-pressure weeks

You can't always lower the stress, but you can lower the toll it takes on your mouth.
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¢ Build in a jaw check. A sticky note on your monitor reading "unclench" is low-tech and

effective. Relax the jaw, let the teeth part, drop the shoulders.

¢ Protect the evening brush. Treat it as non-negotiable even on your worst days. Keep a

brush at the office if late nights are routine.

o Swap the grazing for set breaks. If you're going to snack, bundling it into a couple of

defined breaks is gentler on enamel than steady nibbling, and water between times helps.
¢ Stay hydrated. Water counters dry mouth and dilutes the acid from coffee and energy drinks.

» Flag persistent symptoms. Morning jaw pain, recurring ulcers, or ongoing sensitivity are

all reasonable things to mention at your next visit.

Individual cases differ, and a dentist's in-person assessment is the right way to sort a stress-
related niggle from something that needs treatment. But knowing the patterns means you're less

likely to be caught off guard the next time a busy stretch leaves its mark.

Frequently asked questions

Can stress really cause problems in my mouth?

Stress is associated with several mouth issues rather than being a single direct cause. It can lead to
clenching and grinding, is linked to flare-ups of canker sores, and tends to disrupt the routines
and diet that normally keep teeth and gums healthy. The effect is usually a combination of these
factors.

Does anxiety affect my teeth directly?

Anxiety can translate into physical tension, and the jaw is a common place for that to settle.
Unconscious clenching during the day or grinding at night can leave teeth sensitive and the jaw
sore. Noticing the tension is the first step; a dentist can assess it if it persists.

How can | tell a canker sore from something more serious?

Typical canker sores are small, painful, and heal within a week or two. Any sore that lingers past
about two weeks, keeps recurring, grows, or looks unusual should be examined by a dentist rather

than managed at home indefinitely.

Sources & further reading

o Canadian Dental Association — Your Oral Health — guidance on common mouth conditions

and daily care.


https://www.cda-adc.ca/en/oral_health/

o Government of Canada — Mental Health Services — resources for managing stress and finding

support.

e Ontario Dental Association — patient information and finding a dentist in Ontario.
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