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Preventing Periodontal Disease
If you have been diagnosed with periodontal disease, you are not alone. Many others have the same
problem. Finding the disease is the first step in preventing tooth loss.

What is periodontal disease?

Periodontal (perry-o-DON-tal) disease is an infection that affects the tissues and bone that support
teeth.

Healthy gum tissue fits like a cuff around each tooth. When someone has periodontal disease, the
gum tissue pulls away from the tooth. As the disease worsens, the tissue and bone that support the
tooth are destroyed. Over time, teeth may fall out or need to be removed. Treating periodontal
disease in the early stages can help prevent tooth loss.

Periodontal disease and whole-body health

Tooth loss is not the only possible problem posed by periodontal diseases. There may be a link
between periodontal disease and cardiovascular disease (heart disease and stroke). High stress may
also be linked to periodontal disease. Researchers are still studying these links.

How do I know if I have periodontal disease?

It can be hard to know. You can have periodontal disease without clear symptoms. That's why regular
dental checkups and periodontal examinations are very important.

Several warning signs can signal a problem. If you notice any of the following, see your dentist:

• gums that bleed when you brush or floss

• red, swollen, or tender gums

• gums that have pulled away from your teeth

• bad breath that doesn't go away

• pus between the teeth and gums

• loose or separating teeth

• a change in the way your teeth fit together when you bite



• a change in the fit of partial dentures

What causes periodontal disease?

Periodontal disease is caused by plaque (rhymes with “back”), a sticky film that is always forming on
your teeth. Plaque contains bacteria that produce harmful toxins. If teeth are not cleaned well, the
toxins can irritate and inflame the gums.

Inflamed gums can pull away from the teeth and form spaces called pockets. The pockets provide a
home for more bacteria. If the infected pockets are not treated, the disease can get worse. The bone
and other tissues that support teeth are damaged.

Plaque can be removed if you brush your teeth twice a day and floss (or use another
between-the-teeth cleaner) daily. If plaque stays on teeth, it can harden into a rough surface called
tartar. Tartar can only be removed when teeth are cleaned at the dental office.

How can I prevent periodontal diseases?

A good oral hygiene routine practiced for a few minutes twice a day can help reduce your risk of
getting periodontal disease and tooth decay.

• Brush your teeth twice a day with fluoride toothpaste.

• Floss or use another between-the-tooth cleaner daily to remove plaque and bits of food from areas
your toothbrush can't reach.

• If you need extra help controlling gingivitis and plaque, your dentist or hygienist may recommend
using an ADA-accepted germ-fighting mouthrinse or other oral hygiene aids.

• Eat a balanced diet for good general health and limit snacks.

• Visit your dentist regularly. Professional cleanings are the only way to remove tartar, which traps
bacteria along the gum line.

Are you at risk?

There are several factors that increase the risk of developing periodontal disease:

• People who smoke or chew tobacco are more likely to have periodontal disease. 
Periodontal treatment is also less successful in patients who continue to smoke.

• Diseases that affect the whole body such as diabetes, blood cell disorders, HIV infections, and
AIDS-can lower resistance to infection, making periodontal disease more severe.

• Many medications-like steroids, some anti-seizure drugs, cancer therapy drugs, blood pressure
drugs and birth control pills-can affect the gums. Some medications have side effects that reduce
saliva. A lack of saliva can result in a constant dry mouth, which can irritate soft tissues. Tell your
dentist about all your medications and any changes that occur in your health.

• Teens, pregnant women, and those taking birth control pills face changes in the body's
hormone levels. These changes can cause gum tissue to become more sensitive to the toxins



produced by bacteria.

• Genes may play a role. Some patients may be more likely to get a more severe type of
periodontitis. If your parents wear dentures or you have a family history of tooth loss, be extra alert
for changes to your gums.

• The bacteria associated with periodontal disease may be passed from parents to children
and between couples. Research suggests that the bacteria that cause periodontal disease can be
passed through saliva.

How do periodontal diseases develop?

Gingivitis (jin-ja-VY-tis) is the early stage of periodontal disease. Affected gum areas become red.
They may appear swollen and may bleed easily, especially when you brush or floss your teeth. The
condition is reversible at this stage with a professional cleaning at your dentist's office, and regular
brushing and flossing. If it is not treated, however, gingivitis may lead to a more serious condition
called periodontitis (perry-oh-don-TIE-tis).

Periodontitis can do lasting damage to the gums, bones and other structures that support
the teeth. However, treatment can help. At more advanced stages, the disease may require more
complex treatment to prevent tooth loss. In the worst case, teeth can become loose and need to be
removed by the dentist. How periodontitis is treated depends on how far the condition has developed
and how well your body responds to therapy over time.

Diseases such as diabetes, blood cell disorders, HIV infections, and AIDS can lower the body's
resistance to infection. This can place a person at greater risk for more severe forms of periodontal
diseases. Smoking may also increase your risk of developing periodontal disease, and treatment may
be less successful if you continue to smoke.

Stages of Periodontal Diseases

Healthy gingiva (gum tissue), periodontal ligament and bone
anchor teeth firmly in place.



Gingivitis develops as toxins and other plaque by-products
irritate the gums, making them tender, swollen and likely to
bleed easily.

Periodontitis occurs when plaque by-products lead to the
destruction of the tissues that anchor teeth in the bone. As the
disease progresses, pockets form, which allow more plaque to
collect below the gum line. Tooth roots are exposed and may
become at risk for decay and sensitive to cold and touch.

Checking for Periodontal Diseases

During your dental checkup, the dentist or hygienist examines your gums. A periodontal probe is
gently used to measure the depth of the pockets surrounding each tooth. When teeth are healthy,
the pocket depth is usually three millimeters or less. The periodontal probe can indicate whether you
have developed any pockets and the depth of those pockets. Generally, the more severe the disease,
the deeper the pocket.
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Dental X-rays usually are taken to check the amount of bone supporting the teeth and to
find other problems not visible during the clinical exam. If periodontal disease is
diagnosed, the dentist may provide treatment or may refer you to a periodontist (a
dentist who specializes in the prevention, diagnosis and treatment of periodontal
diseases).

You don't have to lose teeth to periodontal disease. Brush, clean between your teeth, eat a balanced
diet, and schedule regular dental visits for a lifetime of healthy smiles.

When choosing dental care products, look for those that display the American Dental Association's
Seal of Acceptance. The Seal of Acceptance tells you that, when used as directed, the product meets
the ADA's standards for safety and effectiveness.
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