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Abstract: Saliva is essential for maintaining healthy oral tissues and teeth, as well as for proper 

oral function, by consistently lubricating and protecting the mucosal surfaces. Salivary gland 

dysfunction refers to conditions that result in reduced saliva production (hypofunction), 

excessive saliva flow (sialorrhea or hypersalivation), or alterations in saliva composition. 

Xerostomia, the subjective sensation of dry mouth, is frequently linked to salivary gland 

hypofunction and can significantly impact nutrition, social interactions, and overall quality of 

life. Various local or systemic disorders are common causes of impaired saliva secretion. Some 

of these issues relate directly to gland pathology or the host's underlying conditions, while others 

may involve nerve damage to the glands or be caused by medical treatments, such as radiation 

therapy for head and neck cancers or medication side effects. Many patients with conditions 

affecting salivary function often receive treatments that can further reduce saliva production or 

lead to xerostomia as a side effect. Consequently, it can be challenging to determine whether 

symptoms are due to the underlying disease or the treatment itself. Therefore, a comprehensive 

diagnostic evaluation and timely identification of salivary gland dysfunction are essential for 

delivering appropriate, evidence-based interventions to prevent oral complications and to 

implement personalized management strategies for xerostomia. 

 

Introduction 

Salivary gland disease encompasses a diverse array of disorders affecting the salivary glands, 

which play a vital role in maintaining oral health and overall wellbeing (Chibly et al., 2022). 

Salivary gland diseases encompass a wide range of conditions, including dysfunction of the 

salivary glands, obstructive disorders, inflammatory issues, and neoplastic lesions (Wilson et al., 

2014). 

Salivary glands can be impacted by numerous diseases, both local and systemic, with the 

prevalence of these conditions influenced by various etiological factors. Infections can occur 

from viral or bacterial sources, and, though rare, fungal infections can also affect the glands. 

Additionally, ductal obstructions may lead to painful swelling or hinder gland function. Salivary 

glands can also be affected by various benign and malignant tumors (Krishnamurthy et al., 

2015).  

The primary glands involved—parotid, submandibular, and sublingual—are responsible for 

producing saliva, a fluid that aids in digestion, protects against infections, and facilitates the 

process of swallowing and tasting food. When these glands become dysfunctional, it can lead to 

a range of symptoms that significantly impact a person's quality of life (Kumar et al., 2019). 

Conditions affecting the salivary glands can arise from various causes, including infections, 

blockages, autoimmune disorders, and tumors. Common symptoms include swelling, pain, dry 
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mouth, difficulty swallowing, and bad breath, all of which can complicate daily activities and 

diminish overall health (Scully & Bagan, 2015). Understanding the underlying mechanisms of 

these diseases is crucial for effective diagnosis and treatment. 

This review article briefly describes about the various salivary gland disorders, explore the 

symptoms, causes, and treatment options for salivary gland diseases. By gaining a clearer 

understanding of these conditions, patients and healthcare providers can work together to 

manage symptoms, prevent complications, and enhance the quality of life for those affected 

(Meyer & Kjaer, 2020). 

Anatomy and Function of Salivary Glands 

The salivary glands are vital components of the human digestive system, playing a crucial role in 

oral health and overall wellbeing. These glands are responsible for producing saliva, a complex 

fluid that not only facilitates digestion but also aids in taste perception, lubricates food for 

swallowing, and helps maintain oral hygiene. The human salivary gland system comprises three 

major paired glands - parotid, submandibular, and sublingual - along with numerous minor 

salivary glands distributed throughout the oral cavity and throat. 

Anatomy of Salivary Glands 

The parotid glands, the largest of the salivary glands, are located bilaterally, near the ears, and 

are responsible for producing a serous secretion rich in enzymes, particularly amylase. Amylase 

plays a critical role in the initial digestion of carbohydrates, breaking down starches into simpler 

sugars. These glands are innervated by the glossopharyngeal nerve (cranial nerve IX), which 

stimulates saliva production in response to food-related cues, such as the sight or smell of food 

(Acker & Benfato, 2020). The parotid glands can also be affected by viral infections, such as 

mumps, which can lead to inflammation and significant swelling. 

The submandibular glands, located beneath the jaw, produce a mixed secretion of serous and 

mucous saliva. This combination aids in lubricating food, making it easier to swallow and digest.  

 

Figure (1): Anatomy and location of salivary glands 

The serous component contains enzymes similar to those found in the parotid glands, while the 

mucous component provides a slippery texture that assists in the passage of food down the 

esophagus. The submandibular glands are innervated by the facial nerve (cranial nerve VII), 

which regulates saliva production and secretion (Glauser et al., 2021). 

The sublingual glands, situated under the tongue, primarily secrete mucous saliva. This mucous 

secretion is important for moistening the oral cavity, aiding in the manipulation and swallowing 

of food. These glands are the smallest of the major salivary glands and are primarily innervated 

by the facial nerve as well. The continuous secretion from sublingual glands contributes to the 

overall moisture of the mouth, enhancing taste and preventing discomfort associated with dry 

mouth. 
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In addition to these major glands, the oral cavity contains numerous minor salivary glands. These 

glands are scattered throughout the mucosal surfaces of the lips, cheeks, palate, and tongue. They 

contribute to the overall volume of saliva and play a significant role in maintaining moisture, 

promoting healing, and providing antimicrobial protection against pathogens. The combined 

secretions from all salivary glands can total between 1 to 1.5 liters per day, varying based on 

hydration, diet, and stimulation (Kessler et al., 2019). 

Functions of Salivary Glands 

Understanding the anatomy and function of salivary glands is vital for recognizing how these 

structures contribute to digestion, oral health, and the prevention of dental diseases. Disorders 

affecting the salivary glands can significantly disrupt these functions, leading to complications 

such as dry mouth (xerostomia), difficulty swallowing (dysphagia), and increased susceptibility 

to infections. Saliva, produced by the salivary glands, serves several critical functions: 

1. Digestion: Saliva contains enzymes like amylase and lipase, which begin the breakdown of 

carbohydrates and fats, respectively. This enzymatic action is crucial for the efficient 

digestion of food (Glauser et al., 2021). 

2. Lubrication and Swallowing: The mucous components of saliva provide lubrication, 

making it easier to chew and swallow food. This lubrication is vital for preventing damage to 

the oral mucosa and esophagus during the swallowing process. 

3. Taste: Saliva plays a critical role in taste perception. It helps dissolve food particles, 

allowing taste receptors on the tongue to interact with these particles effectively. This 

interaction enhances the sensory experience of eating and encourages adequate food intake 

(Kessler et al., 2019). 

4. Antimicrobial Activity: Saliva contains various antimicrobial agents, including 

immunoglobulins, lysozymes, and lactoferrin. These components help protect the oral cavity 

from infections and maintain a balanced oral microbiome (Glauser et al., 2021). 

5. pH Regulation: Saliva plays a role in buffering the acids produced by bacteria in the mouth, 

helping to maintain a neutral pH and preventing tooth decay. 

6. Wound Healing and Tissue Repair: Saliva has properties that promote wound healing and 

tissue repair in the oral cavity. It contains growth factors and cytokines that facilitate 

recovery from oral injuries. Growth factors and other bioactive molecules present in saliva 

facilitate recovery from oral injuries (Acker & Benfato, 2020).  

7. Nutritional Role 

Saliva plays a nutritional role by helping in the absorption of certain substances. Salivary 

secretions contain various electrolytes, such as sodium, potassium, calcium, and magnesium, 

which can be beneficial for maintaining electrolyte balance in the body. 

 Facilitation of Nutrient Absorption: The nutrients and minerals present in saliva can aid in 

the overall nutrient absorption process, supporting metabolic functions and overall health 

(Acker & Benfato, 2020). 

Symptoms of Salivary Gland Disease 

Salivary gland disease can present with a variety of symptoms that may vary based on the 

specific condition. Common symptoms include: 

1. Swelling 

One of the most noticeable symptoms of salivary gland disease is swelling of the affected gland. 

This can manifest as a palpable mass or enlargement in the jaw, below the ear, or under the 

tongue, depending on which gland is involved. 
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 Parotid Gland Swelling: Swelling in the parotid gland may be associated with mumps or 

other viral infections, as well as conditions like sialadenitis (inflammation of the salivary 

gland) or tumors. 

 Submandibular and Sublingual Gland Swelling: Enlargement of these glands may occur 

due to blockage by salivary stones (sialolithiasis) or infections, leading to painful swelling 

(Glauser et al., 2021). 

 

Figure (1): Swelling of salivary glands in adult and children 

2. Pain and Discomfort 

Pain is a common symptom of salivary gland disease, often localized to the area of the affected 

gland. The pain may vary in intensity and can be exacerbated by eating or drinking, particularly 

when consuming sour or acidic foods. 

 Acute Pain: Infections or blockages can cause sharp, acute pain, often accompanied by 

swelling and redness. This is especially common in conditions like acute sialadenitis, where 

bacteria infect the gland (Acker & Benfato, 2020). 

 Chronic Pain: Chronic conditions, such as Sjögren’s syndrome, may result in persistent 

discomfort or aching in the glands, affecting the quality of life. 

3. Dry Mouth (Xerostomia) 

Dry mouth, or xerostomia, is a significant symptom of salivary gland dysfunction. Reduced 

saliva production can lead to a sensation of dryness in the mouth, difficulty swallowing, and an 

increased risk of dental problems, such as cavities and gum disease. 

 Causes: Conditions like Sjögren’s syndrome, medications (especially antihistamines and 

diuretics), and radiation therapy for head and neck cancers can contribute to dry mouth by 

impairing saliva production (Kessler et al., 2019). 

4. Difficulty Swallowing (Dysphagia) 

Individuals with salivary gland disease may experience difficulty swallowing, known as 

dysphagia. This can result from a combination of dry mouth and the physical obstruction of the 

throat or esophagus due to swelling or infections. 

 Impact on Nutrition: Difficulty swallowing can lead to nutritional deficiencies and weight 

loss if not addressed, emphasizing the importance of seeking medical attention when 

symptoms arise (Glauser et al., 2021). 

5. Bad Breath (Halitosis) 

Halitosis, or persistent bad breath, can occur due to reduced saliva flow, which is essential for 

cleansing the mouth and neutralizing odor-causing bacteria. The accumulation of bacteria in a 

dry mouth can lead to unpleasant odors. 
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 Connection to Oral Health: Bad breath may also indicate underlying issues such as 

infections or dental problems, further highlighting the need for medical evaluation (Acker & 

Benfato, 2020). 

6. Fever and Systemic Symptoms 

In cases of acute infections affecting the salivary glands, systemic symptoms may accompany 

local signs. Fever, chills, fatigue, and malaise can indicate the presence of an infection, such as 

mumps or bacterial sialadenitis. 

 Significance of Systemic Symptoms: The presence of systemic symptoms necessitates 

prompt medical attention, as untreated infections can lead to serious complications, including 

abscess formation (Kessler et al., 2019). 

 

Figure (3): Swelling and infection with redness of skin in salivary glands infection 

7. Changes in Taste 

Patients with salivary gland disease may also report alterations in taste perception. This can 

occur due to reduced saliva production, which impairs the ability of taste receptors to detect 

flavors. 

 Impact on Eating Habits: Changes in taste can affect appetite and dietary choices, 

potentially leading to further health complications if not managed appropriately (Glauser et 

al., 2021). 

Causes of Salivary Gland Disease 

Several factors can contribute to the development of salivary gland diseases: 

1. Infections 

Infections are among the most common causes of salivary gland disease. They can be viral or 

bacterial and may lead to inflammation and swelling of the glands. 

Viral Infections 

 Mumps: Caused by the mumps virus, this infectious disease primarily affects the parotid 

glands, leading to painful swelling and fever. Mumps can also result in complications, 

including orchitis and meningitis. 

 Other Viral Infections: Viruses such as the Epstein-Barr virus (EBV) and cytomegalovirus 

(CMV) can also infect salivary glands, causing similar symptoms of inflammation and 

swelling (Meyer & Kjaer, 2020). 
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Bacterial Infections 

 Sialadenitis: This is an infection of the salivary glands that can occur when a duct becomes 

blocked, allowing bacteria to multiply. Common bacteria responsible for sialadenitis include 

Staphylococcus aureus and Streptococcus species. Symptoms often include pain, swelling, 

and pus discharge from the affected gland (Glauser et al., 2021). 

2. Blockages and Obstructions 

Salivary gland blockages are a significant cause of gland dysfunction. These obstructions can 

prevent saliva from flowing normally and can lead to swelling and pain. 

Salivary Stones (Sialolithiasis) 

 Salivary stones are calcified structures that can form in the ducts of the salivary glands, 

particularly in the submandibular gland. These stones can obstruct the flow of saliva, leading 

to swelling, pain, and infection. Risk factors include dehydration, reduced saliva production, 

and certain medications (Acker & Benfato, 2020). 

Other Causes of Blockage 

 Inflammation of the ducts, tumors, or scar tissue can also cause blockages, further 

exacerbating gland dysfunction and increasing the risk of infection. 

3. Autoimmune Disorders 

Autoimmune diseases can lead to chronic inflammation and damage to the salivary glands. In 

these conditions, the body’s immune system mistakenly attacks its own tissues. 

Sjögren’s Syndrome 

 Sjögren’s syndrome is a common autoimmune disorder characterized by dry mouth 

(xerostomia) and dry eyes (keratoconjunctivitis sicca). It primarily affects the salivary and 

lacrimal glands, leading to a decrease in saliva production. This condition can occur on its 

own (primary Sjögren’s syndrome) or as a secondary condition associated with other 

autoimmune diseases, such as rheumatoid arthritis or lupus (Kessler et al., 2019). 

 

Figure (4): Symptoms and signs in Sjogrens syndrome 

4. Tumors 

Tumors of the salivary glands can be benign or malignant and can cause symptoms by 

obstructing normal saliva flow or leading to gland enlargement. 
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Figure (5): Tumoures of salivary glands 

Benign Tumors 

 Pleomorphic Adenoma: This is the most common benign tumor of the salivary glands, often 

found in the parotid gland. It typically grows slowly and may require surgical removal if 

symptomatic. 

Malignant Tumors 

 Salivary Gland Carcinomas: Although less common, malignant tumors can arise in the 

salivary glands. Symptoms may include persistent swelling, pain, and changes in the texture 

or appearance of the gland. Early diagnosis is crucial for effective treatment (Meyer & Kjaer, 

2020). 

5. Medications 

Certain medications can adversely affect salivary gland function, leading to reduced saliva 

production and increased risk of gland diseases. 

 Anticholinergics: Medications that block the action of acetylcholine, such as some 

antihistamines, antidepressants, and antipsychotics, can lead to dry mouth by reducing saliva 

secretion. 

 Chemotherapy and Radiation: Cancer treatments, particularly those targeting the head and 

neck area, can damage salivary glands and result in long-term salivary dysfunction (Glauser 

et al., 2021). 

6. Dehydration and Nutritional Deficiencies 

Dehydration can significantly affect saliva production, leading to dry mouth and increasing the 

risk of salivary gland diseases. 

 Nutritional Deficiencies: Deficiencies in certain vitamins and minerals, such as vitamin A 

and zinc, can also impair gland function and saliva production. Proper hydration and 

nutrition are crucial for maintaining healthy salivary glands (Kessler et al., 2019). 

Infections and Salivary Gland Disease 

Salivary gland diseases can arise from a variety of underlying conditions, with infections being a 

significant cause. These infections can affect any of the major salivary glands the parotid, 

submandibular, and sublingual glands as well as the numerous minor glands scattered throughout 

the oral cavity. Understanding how infections impact salivary glands is crucial for effective 

diagnosis, treatment, and prevention. Infections can lead to significant complications if not 

promptly addressed.  
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1. Types of Infections 

Viral Infections 

Viral infections are among the most common causes of salivary gland disease. These infections 

can lead to inflammation, swelling, and dysfunction of the glands. 

 Mumps: Mumps is a viral illness caused by the mumps virus, which primarily affects the 

parotid glands. Symptoms include swelling of one or both parotid glands, fever, and pain in 

the jaw area. Although vaccination has significantly reduced the incidence of mumps, 

outbreaks can still occur, particularly in communities with low vaccination rates (Meyer & 

Kjaer, 2020). 

 Other Viral Infections: Other viruses, such as the Epstein-Barr virus (EBV) and 

cytomegalovirus (CMV), can also affect salivary glands. EBV is associated with infectious 

mononucleosis, which can cause glandular swelling and pain. CMV may cause similar 

symptoms, particularly in immunocompromised individuals (Glauser et al., 2021). 

Bacterial Infections 

Bacterial infections of the salivary glands are often secondary to other conditions, such as duct 

obstruction or dehydration. 

 Sialadenitis: This condition refers to the inflammation of a salivary gland, most commonly 

affecting the parotid or submandibular glands. Sialadenitis can occur when a duct becomes 

blocked, preventing saliva from flowing and allowing bacteria to multiply. Symptoms 

include localized swelling, pain, fever, and purulent discharge from the affected gland. 

Common pathogens involved include Staphylococcus aureus and Streptococcus species 

(Acker & Benfato, 2020). 

 Chronic Bacterial Infections: Recurrent or chronic sialadenitis can occur in individuals 

with persistent duct obstruction or reduced saliva flow. This condition may require more 

extensive management, including surgical intervention to remove obstructions or damaged 

tissue (Kessler et al., 2019). 

2. Symptoms of Infection-Related Salivary Gland Disease 

The symptoms of salivary gland infections can vary depending on the specific cause and the 

severity of the infection. Common symptoms include: 

 Swelling: Enlargement of the affected gland, often accompanied by tenderness. 

 Pain: Localized pain, which can be sharp or throbbing, especially when eating or drinking. 

 Fever: Systemic symptoms such as fever and malaise may indicate an underlying infection. 

 Purulent Discharge: In cases of bacterial sialadenitis, pus may be expelled from the duct 

when pressure is applied. 

 Dry Mouth: Reduced saliva production can lead to xerostomia (dry mouth), increasing the 

risk of dental problems. 

3. Complications of Infections 

If left untreated, infections of the salivary glands can lead to several complications: 

 Abscess Formation: A localized collection of pus can form within the gland, requiring 

drainage and antibiotic treatment. 

 Spread of Infection: Bacterial infections can potentially spread to surrounding tissues or 

systems, leading to more severe systemic infections. 

 Salivary Duct Stricture: Repeated infections or inflammation can result in scarring and 

narrowing of the salivary ducts, causing long-term salivary flow issues (Glauser et al., 2021). 
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4. Diagnosis 

Diagnosing infections related to salivary gland disease typically involves a combination of 

patient history, physical examination, and diagnostic imaging. 

 Imaging Studies: Ultrasound, CT scans, or MRI can be useful in visualizing the glands and 

identifying any obstructions, abscesses, or masses. 

 Cultures: In cases of suspected bacterial infection, cultures of saliva or pus may be obtained 

to identify the specific pathogen and guide antibiotic treatment (Acker & Benfato, 2020). 

5. Treatment Options 

The treatment of salivary gland infections depends on the underlying cause and severity of the 

condition. 

Medical Management 

 Antibiotics: Bacterial infections typically require antibiotics tailored to the specific organism 

identified through cultures. Broad-spectrum antibiotics may be initiated if the specific 

pathogen is unknown. 

 Hydration and Saliva Stimulation: Increasing fluid intake and using sialogogues 

(substances that stimulate saliva production) can help facilitate drainage of the gland and 

improve symptoms. 

Surgical Intervention 

In cases of abscess formation or recurrent sialadenitis due to obstruction, surgical intervention 

may be necessary. 

 Drainage: Abscesses may require surgical drainage to alleviate pressure and remove pus. 

 Stone Removal: If salivary stones are causing obstruction, procedures may be performed to 

remove them (Kessler et al., 2019). 

Blockages: Sialolithiasis 

Sialolithiasis, commonly known as salivary stone disease, is a condition characterized by the 

formation of calcified structures (salivary stones) within the salivary glands or their ducts. This 

condition can lead to significant discomfort, infections, and complications if not properly 

managed. Understanding the causes, symptoms, diagnosis, and treatment options for 

sialolithiasis is crucial for maintaining oral health and preventing further complications. 

1. What is Sialolithiasis? 

Sialolithiasis occurs when minerals and salts precipitate within the salivary glands, forming 

stones that can obstruct the flow of saliva. These stones can vary in size and may occur in any of 

the major salivary glands, including the parotid, submandibular, and sublingual glands, as well as 

in the ducts leading to the oral cavity. 

Types of Salivary Stones 

 Calcium Phosphate Stones: The most common type, often found in the submandibular 

gland. 

 Calcium Carbonate Stones: Less common, these stones can also form in the submandibular 

gland and can be influenced by dietary factors. 

 Mixed Stones: Comprising both calcium phosphate and calcium carbonate, these stones can 

vary in composition and are often found in various glands. 

2. Causes of Sialolithiasis 

Several factors contribute to the development of sialolithiasis, including: 
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Dehydration 

Dehydration can reduce saliva production, leading to thicker saliva that is more prone to forming 

stones. Inadequate fluid intake, especially in hot climates or during prolonged exercise, can 

increase the risk (Acker & Benfato, 2020). 

Saliva Composition 

Changes in the composition of saliva can also promote stone formation. Conditions that lead to 

increased calcium or phosphate levels in saliva can increase the likelihood of stone development. 

Ductal Obstruction 

Obstructions caused by swelling or scarring of the salivary ducts can trap saliva, creating a 

conducive environment for stone formation. Conditions like chronic sialadenitis can lead to 

ductal changes that predispose individuals to sialolithiasis (Kessler et al., 2019). 

Other Risk Factors 

 Medications: Certain medications, such as antihistamines, diuretics, and medications that 

reduce saliva production, can increase the risk of stone formation. 

 Diet: Diets high in calcium and low in hydration can contribute to stone formation. Some 

studies suggest that diets high in animal protein may increase the risk as well. 

3. Symptoms of Sialolithiasis 

The symptoms of sialolithiasis can vary depending on the location and size of the stone, as well 

as whether it is causing an obstruction or leading to infection. Common symptoms include: 

Pain and Swelling 

 Localized Pain: Patients may experience sharp, localized pain in the affected gland, 

particularly during meals when saliva production increases. 

 Swelling: The gland may become swollen and tender to touch, indicating inflammation. 

Dry Mouth 

 Patients may notice dryness in the mouth, particularly if the stone obstructs the duct, 

preventing saliva from flowing into the oral cavity (Glauser et al., 2021). 

Infection 

 Symptoms of Infection: If the stone leads to an infection, patients may experience additional 

symptoms such as fever, chills, and pus drainage from the affected gland. 

4. Diagnosis of Sialolithiasis 

Diagnosing sialolithiasis typically involves a combination of patient history, physical 

examination, and imaging studies. 

Physical Examination 

A healthcare provider will examine the affected area for swelling, tenderness, and signs of 

infection. 

Imaging Studies 

 Ultrasound: This is often the first imaging modality used, as it can effectively visualize the 

stones within the salivary glands. 

 CT Scans: A computed tomography (CT) scan may be used for a more detailed view, 

especially if stones are suspected but not visible on ultrasound. 

 Sialography: This specialized X-ray involves injecting a contrast dye into the salivary duct 

to visualize obstructions. 
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5. Treatment Options 

The treatment of sialolithiasis depends on the size and location of the stone, the presence of 

infection, and the severity of symptoms. 

Conservative Management 

 Hydration: Increasing fluid intake can help flush out small stones and facilitate saliva flow. 

 Sialogogues: These are substances that stimulate saliva production, such as sour candies or 

lemon juice, which can help dislodge small stones. 

 Massage: Gently massaging the affected gland can help promote the movement of saliva and 

potentially expel small stones. 

Medical Treatment 

 Antibiotics: If an infection is present, antibiotics may be prescribed to manage the infection. 

 Pain Relief: Over-the-counter pain medications can help alleviate discomfort associated with 

sialolithiasis. 

Surgical Intervention 

If conservative measures fail or if the stone is large, surgical intervention may be necessary. 

 Stone Removal: Surgical techniques can be employed to remove larger stones, either 

through intraoral approaches or external incisions. 

 Ductal Dilation: In some cases, the duct may need to be dilated to allow for easier passage 

of the stone. 

6. Prevention 

Preventive measures can significantly reduce the risk of developing sialolithiasis. These include: 

 Stay Hydrated: Drinking plenty of fluids helps maintain saliva production and prevents 

dehydration. 

 Maintain Oral Hygiene: Good oral hygiene practices can help prevent infections and reduce 

the risk of blockages. 

 Balanced Diet: A diet that includes adequate hydration and avoids excessive calcium intake 

can help maintain healthy saliva composition. 

Autoimmune Disorders and Salivary Gland Function 

In patients with autoimmune disorders, salivary gland involvement can lead to debilitating 

symptoms. Sjögren’s syndrome, for example, affects not only the salivary glands but also the 

tear glands, leading to severe dry mouth and dry eyes. Patients may also experience fatigue and 

joint pain, complicating the diagnosis. Management strategies may include the use of 

corticosteroids, immunosuppressants, and symptomatic treatments like saliva substitutes 

Tsubota, K., et al. (2018).  

1. Understanding Autoimmune Disorders 

Autoimmune disorders arise when the immune system, which typically protects the body from 

infections and diseases, fails to distinguish between foreign invaders and the body's own cells. 

This results in an immune response that targets healthy tissues, causing inflammation and 

dysfunction. 

Mechanisms of Autoimmunity 

The exact mechanisms leading to autoimmune reactions are complex and multifactorial, often 

involving genetic predisposition, environmental factors, and infections. In the case of salivary 
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glands, the immune response can lead to chronic inflammation, scarring, and impairment of 

gland function. 

2. Salivary Gland Function 

Salivary glands play a crucial role in oral health and digestion. They produce saliva, which aids 

in digestion, protects against pathogens, lubricates the oral cavity, and contributes to taste 

perception. The major salivary glands include: 

 Parotid Glands: Located near the jaw and responsible for producing the majority of saliva. 

 Submandibular Glands: Situated beneath the jaw, contributing to saliva production. 

 Sublingual Glands: Found under the tongue, they produce a smaller volume of saliva. 

Dysfunction of these glands can lead to dry mouth (xerostomia), difficulties in swallowing, and 

increased risk of dental issues. 

3. Autoimmune Disorders Affecting Salivary Glands 

Several autoimmune disorders specifically impact the salivary glands, leading to altered function 

and symptoms. 

Sjögren’s Syndrome 

Sjögren’s syndrome is the most common autoimmune disorder affecting the salivary glands. It is 

characterized by the destruction of exocrine glands, particularly the salivary and lacrimal glands. 

 Symptoms: Patients often experience dry mouth and dry eyes, along with fatigue and joint 

pain. The dry mouth can lead to difficulties in swallowing, increased dental caries, and oral 

infections (Kessler et al., 2019). 

 Diagnosis: Diagnosis may involve blood tests for specific autoantibodies, salivary flow tests, 

and imaging studies to assess gland function. 

Rheumatoid Arthritis 

Rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is primarily known for affecting joints, but it can also lead to 

secondary Sjögren’s syndrome, causing similar salivary gland dysfunction. 

 Impact on Salivary Glands: Patients with RA may experience dry mouth and reduced saliva 

production due to inflammation in the salivary glands (Meyer & Kjaer, 2020). 

 Management: Treatment focuses on managing RA symptoms, which can improve salivary 

gland function indirectly. 

Systemic Lupus Erythematosus (SLE) 

SLE is another autoimmune disease that can affect salivary glands, although less commonly than 

Sjögren’s syndrome. 

 Symptoms: Patients may experience dry mouth alongside systemic symptoms such as 

fatigue, joint pain, and skin rashes (Acker & Benfato, 2020). 

 Diagnosis and Treatment: Similar diagnostic approaches are used as with other 

autoimmune disorders, focusing on managing systemic symptoms. 

Other Conditions 

Other autoimmune conditions, such as Hashimoto’s thyroiditis and sarcoidosis, may also have 

secondary effects on salivary gland function, though their primary symptoms may not include 

salivary gland involvement. 

4. Symptoms of Salivary Gland Dysfunction 

Autoimmune disorders affecting salivary glands can lead to several key symptoms: 
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Xerostomia (Dry Mouth) 

One of the most significant symptoms is dry mouth, which can lead to difficulty swallowing, 

altered taste sensation, and an increased risk of dental issues due to reduced saliva’s protective 

effects. 

Swelling and Pain 

In some cases, patients may experience swelling and pain in the affected glands, especially 

during flare-ups of the autoimmune condition. This can occur due to inflammation and can 

mimic infections. 

Oral Health Complications 

Chronic dry mouth can lead to: 

 Dental Caries: Increased risk of cavities due to reduced saliva flow, which normally helps 

wash away food particles and neutralize acids. 

 Oral Infections: Higher susceptibility to fungal infections, such as oral thrush. 

5. Diagnosis and Management 

Diagnosis 

Diagnosing autoimmune-related salivary gland dysfunction typically involves: 

 Medical History and Physical Examination: Understanding symptoms and family history. 

 Blood Tests: Checking for specific autoantibodies associated with autoimmune disorders. 

 Imaging Studies: Salivary flow tests and imaging techniques can assess gland function and 

structure. 

Treatment Options 

Management of salivary gland dysfunction due to autoimmune disorders focuses on alleviating 

symptoms and addressing the underlying condition. 

 Hydration: Increasing fluid intake helps alleviate dry mouth. 

 Sialogogues: Medications or substances that stimulate saliva production can be beneficial. 

 Topical Treatments: Artificial saliva products and oral rinses can provide relief from dry 

mouth symptoms. 

 Immunosuppressive Therapies: For underlying autoimmune disorders, medications such as 

corticosteroids or disease-modifying antirheumatic drugs (DMARDs) may be prescribed to 

reduce inflammation and improve gland function (Glauser et al., 2021). 

Tumors of the Salivary Glands 

Salivary gland tumors require careful evaluation due to their potential malignancy. Common 

benign tumors include pleomorphic adenomas, which may remain asymptomatic for years. In 

contrast, malignant tumors often present with rapid growth and associated symptoms. The 

diagnosis typically involves imaging studies (e.g., ultrasound, CT, or MRI) to evaluate the mass's 

characteristics, followed by a biopsy for definitive diagnosis. Treatment may include surgical 

excision and, in some cases, radiation therapy depending on the tumor's histology and stage 

Rosenbaum, J., & Basak, R. (2020); Sharma, D. C., et al. (2021). In cases where malignancy is 

suspected, a biopsy may be performed to obtain tissue for histopathological analysis. 

Treatment Options for Salivary Gland Disease 

The treatment of salivary gland disease is highly dependent on the underlying cause.  
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1. Overview of Salivary Gland Diseases 

Salivary gland diseases encompass a range of conditions affecting the major salivary glands 

(parotid, submandibular, and sublingual) as well as minor salivary glands distributed throughout 

the oral cavity. Common conditions include: 

 Sialolithiasis: Formation of stones in the salivary glands. 

 Sialadenitis: Inflammation of the salivary glands, often due to infection. 

 Salivary Gland Tumors: Benign or malignant growths within the glands. 

 Autoimmune Disorders: Conditions like Sjögren’s syndrome that affect gland function. 

The choice of treatment depends on the specific diagnosis and individual patient factors. 

2. Conservative Management 

2.1. Hydration and Oral Hygiene 

One of the simplest and most effective ways to manage mild salivary gland disease is to ensure 

adequate hydration. Increasing fluid intake can help stimulate saliva production, alleviating 

symptoms of dry mouth (xerostomia) and preventing complications such as dental caries and oral 

infections. 

Good oral hygiene practices are also crucial. Regular brushing and rinsing with fluoride 

mouthwashes can help maintain oral health, particularly in individuals with reduced saliva flow 

(Fox et al., 2020). 

2.2. Sialogogues 

Sialogogues are substances that stimulate saliva production. They can be particularly beneficial 

for patients experiencing dry mouth due to salivary gland dysfunction. Commonly used 

sialogogues include: 

 Sour Candies: Sucking on sour candies or citrus fruits can enhance saliva flow. 

 Prescription Medications: Pilocarpine and cevimeline are medications that stimulate 

salivary secretion and are commonly prescribed for patients with Sjögren’s syndrome or 

post-radiation therapy (Brennan et al., 2017). 

3. Medical Treatment 

3.1. Antibiotics 

In cases of bacterial sialadenitis or when an infection is suspected, antibiotic therapy may be 

necessary. Broad-spectrum antibiotics are often initiated to manage infection, particularly if there 

is swelling, pain, or fever. The choice of antibiotic may be adjusted based on culture results and 

clinical response (Vallbona et al., 2019). 

3.2. Anti-Inflammatory Medications 

Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) can be helpful in managing pain and 

inflammation associated with salivary gland diseases. In more severe cases, corticosteroids may 

be prescribed to reduce inflammation, particularly in autoimmune conditions affecting the 

salivary glands (Meyer & Kjaer, 2020). 

4. Surgical Interventions 

Surgical intervention may be necessary in cases where conservative management is insufficient 

or when specific conditions warrant surgery. 

4.1. Sialolithotomy 

For patients with sialolithiasis, where stones block salivary ducts, a procedure called 

sialolithotomy may be performed. This minimally invasive procedure involves making an 
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incision to remove the stone, relieving symptoms and restoring normal salivary flow (Scully & 

Felix, 2018). 

4.2. Gland Excision 

In cases of benign or malignant tumors, surgical excision of the affected salivary gland may be 

required. This is particularly relevant for pleomorphic adenomas or malignant tumors like 

mucoepidermoid carcinoma. The surgical approach depends on the tumor's location, size, and 

histological type (Kessler et al., 2019). 

4.3. Drainage Procedures 

In cases of acute sialadenitis with significant swelling or abscess formation, drainage procedures 

may be necessary. This can include percutaneous drainage under imaging guidance or incision 

and drainage in a surgical setting (Fox et al., 2020). 

5. Adjunctive Therapies 

5.1. Radiation Therapy 

For malignant salivary gland tumors, radiation therapy may be utilized postoperatively to 

minimize the risk of recurrence. In some cases, it may also be used as a primary treatment in 

non-surgical candidates (Brennan et al., 2017). 

5.2. Salivary Gland Stimulation Techniques 

Various techniques can be employed to stimulate salivary gland function, especially in patients 

with chronic dry mouth. These may include: 

 Therapeutic Ultrasound: Some studies suggest that ultrasound therapy may enhance 

salivary gland function (Vallbona et al., 2019). 

 Electrostimulation: Devices that deliver electrical impulses may help stimulate saliva 

production. 

Conclusion 

Understanding salivary gland disease is essential for effective diagnosis and management. These 

conditions can arise from a variety of causes, including infections, blockages, autoimmune 

disorders, and tumors, each presenting unique symptoms and challenges. Early recognition of 

symptoms such as swelling, pain, and dry mouth is crucial for timely intervention. The treatment 

landscape for salivary gland diseases is diverse, encompassing conservative measures like 

hydration and good oral hygiene, medical therapies including antibiotics and anti-inflammatory 

medications, and surgical options for more complex cases. By tailoring treatment to the 

underlying cause and individual patient needs, healthcare providers can significantly improve 

patient outcomes. Continued research and advancements in medical and surgical techniques hold 

promise for enhancing the management of salivary gland diseases, ultimately leading to better 

quality of life for affected individuals. Awareness and education about these conditions are vital 

for both patients and healthcare professionals to ensure optimal care and support. 
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