TOOTH DECAY
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Tooth decay is a preventable oral health problem, which leads to cavities, tooth loss, and gum disease. It is caused by bacteria. Cavities cause pain, problems with chewing, and poor appearance.  Almost 3 out of every 10 adults over the age of 65 have lost all of their teeth because of cavities and gum disease.

Tooth loss leads to problems with chewing and swallowing. This can cause a person to have poor nutrition. Tooth loss can also interfere with breathing, and speaking, and can make a person self-conscious about their appearance.

Naturally occurring bacteria in our mouths feeds on leftover bits of food, called plaque. This activity produces an acid, which eats into tooth enamel, causing cavities.  This acid also creates a bad-smelling sulfur compound, which causes bad breath.  This acid-producing action leads to gingivitis and periodontal (gum) disease.

Tooth decay affects far more than just the mouth.

· Studies have shown that a patient with gum disease is twice as likely to develop heart disease as a patient without gum disease.

· 95% of Americans who have diabetes also have gum disease. The gum disease is made worse by the diabetes, but the disease and infections also make it harder to control blood sugars.

· Some researchers even think that these oral infections can trigger the development of rheumatoid arthritis in some people.

· People with some respiratory conditions can become worse when bacteria from diseased gums travel from the mouth to the lungs.
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Signs and symptoms of gum disease:

· Red, swollen, or tender gums

· Bleeding gums while brushing or flossing

· Loose or separating teeth

· Tooth loss

· Pus around the teeth and gums

· Pain when chewing

· A change in the way your teeth fit together when you bite

· A change in the fit of partials or dentures.

Prevention of Tooth Decay

1. Use fluoridated water during childhood.  
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Regular brushing and flossing are the best ways to prevent tooth decay. You should brush your teeth after every meal and floss once a day.  It is also helpful to snack less frequently, to give your saliva a chance to wash away the harmful bacteria.

3. Regular dental checkups are important, as early tooth decay and gum disease are difficult to see on your own.  

4. If you are diabetic, keep your blood sugars under control.

5. Avoid tobacco, both smoked and chewed.

6. Limit your alcohol use.

7. Eat wisely. Avoid sugars and starches when snacking, and limit the number of snacks eaten in a day. Try to eat five servings of fruits and vegetables per day.

8. If you take medications, which give you a dry mouth, check with your doctor to see if they can be changed, or if there is a product, which will help the condition. It is important for your oral health to have enough saliva.
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