
 

Oral health for older adults
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Older adults are at an especially high risk for mouth and tooth infections
and the complications that can come with these problems. Losing teeth,
which is mainly caused by infection, not only leads to changes in our
appearance but may also make it harder to chew certain foods. That can
make it harder to receive the nourishment we need to function.
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Complete loss of all teeth (also known as edentulous) is less common
now in developed countries like the U.S., but it still becomes more
common as we age regardless of where we may live.

Practicing good oral hygiene, using fluoride treatments, and getting
regular dental care reduces oral infections and their complications. A
recent article published in the Journal of the American Geriatrics Society
offers a helpful overview of oral health for older adults, as well as tips
for keeping your teeth and mouth in tip-top shape. Highlights from the
article are summarized here.

We know that poor oral health is more common with increasing
age—and there's a connection between increasing age and having tooth
decay. In fact, we know that dental cavities occur in older adults nearly
twice as often as they do in younger adults.

The prevalence of gum disease, or periodontitis, also increases as we
age. As many as 64 percent of older adults in the United States have
moderate or severe periodontitis, compared with less than 38 percent for
younger people. Both cavities and periodontitis contribute to tooth loss.

When dentists treat teeth and other structures in the mouth, bacteria can
enter the bloodstream. These harmful bacteria can then travel throughout
the body, and could potentially infect body implants you may have,
including artificial joints and replacement heart valves. If you have bad
oral health, even just brushing your teeth can release bacteria into your
bloodstream.

The most important thing you can do to prevent infections is to maintain 
good oral hygiene. All older adults should be careful about their oral
health. Older adults with artificial joints and artificial heart valves need
to be extra careful. However, most patients with artificial joints and
heart valves do not need antibiotics before having a dental procedure.
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Your doctor or dentist should ask you about oral discomfort or tooth
pain during your regular medical visits. They should also ask you about
dry mouth symptoms during regular medical visits. Reduced saliva and
dry mouth increase your risk for tooth decay. If you have dry mouth,
check with your medical provider to see if any of the medications you
are taking may be making your dry mouth worse.

Here's a checklist of dos and don'ts for maintaining good oral health.

DON'Ts:

- Don't smoke or chew tobacco.

- Don't use medications that reduce the production of saliva, if possible.
(Ask your health care provider for more information.)

- Don't eat foods high in sugar, especially sticky high-sugar foods or
candies.

DOs:

- Chew sugarless candy or chewing gum containing xylitol to stimulate
saliva production, especially if you have symptoms of dry mouth.

- Make an appointment with a dentist if you have symptoms of chronic
dry mouth.

- Brush your teeth every day with a fluoride toothpaste.

- Use an electric or battery-operated toothbrush, especially if you have
problems thinking or making decisions (or if you care for someone who
lives with these concerns).
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- Floss your teeth every day. Using floss holders may be helpful for
people with stiff hands.

- Ask your dentist about prescription-strength fluoride mouth rinses and
fluoride varnishes if you have a history of tooth decay.

- Ask your dentist about using a mouthwash containing chlorhexidine if
you have gum disease or are at risk for gum disease.

- All older adults should have a dental cleaning performed by a dental
hygienist and an oral health assessment by their dentist at least twice a
year.

- If you have replacement heart valves or prosthetic joints, you need to
be particularly careful about your oral hygiene to prevent the risk of
serious infections. Ask your medical provider or dentist about steps you
should take before you have your teeth cleaned or undergo any dental
procedures.

Remember that good dental hygiene is an important part of healthy
aging. There is no substitute for brushing your teeth after each meal and
flossing every day.

  More information: Patrick P. Coll et al, The Prevention of Infections
in Older Adults: Oral Health, Journal of the American Geriatrics Society
(2019). DOI: 10.1111/jgs.16154
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