
 Properly fitted mouthguards have been shown to significantly reduce oro-facial injuries.
 The NFHS currently mandates the use of mouthguards in football, field hockey and lacrosse, and for wrestlers

who wear braces.
 There is currently no reproducible evidence supporting the use of any mouthguard to protect against concus-

sion.
 Athletes should be strongly cautioned against altering mouthguards in a way that decreases its effectiveness.

SIGNIFICANCE
The use of a properly fitted mouthguard (Table 22) has been shown to significantly reduce the oral-facial injury rate

in sports. An analysis of oro-facial injuries showed that athletes not wearing a mouthguard had a 1.6 to 1.9 times
greater risk of suffering an oro-facial injury than those wearing a mouthguard. The NFHS currently mandates the use of
mouthguards in football, field hockey, ice hockey and lacrosse, and for wrestlers who wear braces. Mouthguards in all
sports (except wrestling) must be of a readily visible color other than white and cannot be completely clear.

Mouthguard Use



BACKGROUND
Mouthguards serve five main roles in reducing the risk of oro-facial injuries:
1. Decrease the potential of chipping or fracturing the teeth and injuring the roots and bone by dissipating energy

across the entire mouthguard.
2. Protect the lips, cheeks and gums from lacerations and bruising by separating the soft tissues from the teeth.
3. Decrease the incidence of jaw fractures by preventing the mandibular condyle from being displaced 

with a blow to the head.
4. Protect any toothless spaces in the mouth.
5. Protect the athlete and his or her opponent from lacerations caused by orthodontic appliances.

The effectiveness of mouthguards for preventing or reducing the risk of sustaining a concussion remains 
controversial. Research continues to be done on the different mouthguards and their properties to answer this 
question, but there is currently no reproducible evidence supporting the use of any mouthguard to protect against 
concussion in any sport.

The Academy for Sports Dentistry defines three types of mouthguards available to athletes.
1. Boil and bite mouthguards – Widely available over-the-counter and inexpensive. Proper use requires a 

custom fit by first heating the mouthguard then fitting to the individual by impressing the teeth into the 
mouthguard itself. A removable strap for attachment to the helmet or facemask is commonly included. The
major disadvantages are that they tend to deteriorate over time and they may cause pain to the cheeks and
gums if not fitted correctly. Athletes should be strongly cautioned against altering the mouthguard in a way 
that decreases its effectiveness. 

2. Stock mouthguards – Best used to cover orthodontic devices. These are pre-formed, sold over-the-counter
and tend not to be custom fit to the specific athlete so may fit poorly and be easily dislodged.

3. Custom mouthguards – Usually more expensive and require several trips to a dentist or trained professional
for construction and fitting. They provide the most protection and comfort and are less likely to be altered by the
athlete.

PREVENTION
While the NFHS only mandates the use of mouthguards in certain sports, they may be used as optional equipment 

in all other sports. Decreased rates of oro-facial injuries have been seen in basketball and rugby players who wear
mouthguards as well as in athletes in other contact sports. Properly fitted mouthguards are well tolerated and do not
influence communication on the field nor do they affect exercise capacity. In order to reduce the risk of oro-facial injury,
athletes in all sports with a risk of oro-facial trauma should be encouraged to use a mouthguard.

Proper mouthguard use requires appropriate education and awareness by all those involved in sports. Athletes, 
athletic trainers, coaches and parents should be encouraged to monitor the use and integrity of mouthguards to 
decrease the risk of oro-facial injury in athletes.

 



Table 22.  A properly fitting mouthguard should include the following:

 Protect and separate the biting surface of the teeth
 Protect the teeth, lips and gums 
 Fully cover ALL of the upper teeth*
 Are an easily visible color, not clear or white allowing for easy rule enforcement by officials**
 Remain unaltered
 Are completely replaced if compromised in any way 

*   Mouthguards that cover the bottom teeth are preferred if the lower row of teeth protrudes farther out (leading
edge) than the upper teeth.

** Clear mouthguards may be allowed in wrestling




