Keep Well This Winter campaign by Dr Tony Jewell, Chief Medical Officer for Wales

CMO20: Looking after your teeth
          

As we get older, our teeth get older too and we need to look after them to keep them in good condition. Older people who don't have their own teeth are more likely to be malnourished than those who do.  Gum disease has now been identified as leading to an increased risk of heart disease, lung disease and other health problems, so it's important to be aware of good oral health care.  This is one way you can contribute to Health Challenge Wales, the national focus for action to improve health and well being.

Having healthy teeth and gums can also have a huge effect on your quality of life, enabling you to speak and socialise more confidently, preventing bad breath, and enabling you to eat what you want without suffering any discomfort.  Some research has even suggested that people make judgements about a person's social and intellectual abilities based on the appearance of their teeth.

Dentists recommend brushing twice a day with a fluoride toothpaste to help prevent tooth decay and gum disease.  It’s best to use a soft to medium bristled brush and this should be replaced every three months or if the bristles go out of shape. Our taste buds become less sensitive as we get older which makes sweet foods more appealing, but try to avoid sugary foods especially between meals.  Help to reduce damage caused by sugar by using a non-sugar sweetener in drinks and sugar-free medicine.  

Dentures

Just like your own teeth, you need to care for your dentures if you want them to last.  Whether partial or complete, your dentures should fit well and be comfortable.  You should brush your gums, tongue and palate as well as your dentures.  Use a soft bristle brush with a specialised denture cleaner or just soap and water.  Ideally, dentures should be left out of the mouth for at least four to eight hours each day.  Dentures can chip or crack or you can simply just grow out of them as the shape of your jaw changes with age, so it’s important to have regular check ups. 

Gum disease

Gum disease is a major cause of tooth loss in adults over 40 years old. It is usually caused by a buildup of plaque which causes the gums to become infected.  Most people do not know that they have gum disease but the most common signs are gums that are receding, bleeding or discoloured; loose or separating teeth or persistent bad breath.  Your teeth are designed to last you a lifetime providing that you look after them and have regular check ups. 

The British Dental Health Foundation publishes a series of patient information leaflets called ‘Tell Me About’, covering issues such as: smoking and oral health; bad breath; gum disease and dental care for older people (call its helpline on 0845 063 1188).  For help in finding a dentist call NHS Direct Wales on 0845 4647.  

Frequently asked questions

Q: How should you brush and care for your teeth?

A: Each tooth has three surfaces that need to be cleaned (top, front and back).  Hold your brush at 45 degrees to the tooth and move it in a gentle circular motion, brushing each of these surface five times.   When choosing a toothbrush look for toothbrushes with small heads as they can reach difficult to clean areas near the back of the mouth and between the tongue and lower molars.  Some toothbrushes have bristles that stick out in all directions which can interfere with good brushing techniques.  However this can help people who have less dexterity.  You should replace your toothbrush after about three months when the bristles start to wear.  

Q: What dental aids are available?

A: Electric toothbrushes or toothbrushes with flexi grip handles can be helpful for people who have limited movement or who suffer from painful joints. Fluoride gels and mouthwashes can also provide an extra supplement to brushing and preventing dental disease. Select mouthwashes carefully as some can actually be unhealthy for your gums or can stain teeth; your dental practitioner can advise you. 

Q: Can chewing gum really help to keep your teeth healthy?

A: Yes, providing it is sugar-free.  Chewing gum after meals or snacks has been shown to increase the flow of saliva and level of antibodies to the mouth. This flushes out food particles and helps to fight off plaque. It also exercises the gums which keeps them healthy too. 

Call Age Concern Cymru and Help the Aged in Wales on 029 2043 1555 or visit www.kwtw.org.uk for more information about the Keep Well This Winter campaign. 

-Ends-

Notes

Keep Well This Winter is a Welsh Assembly Government campaign which provides information and support to people aged 65 and over, to enable them to keep well during the winter months. It runs from September to February and its key themes are Keep Warm, Keep Well and Keep Safe.

Key partners in the campaign are: Age Concern Cymru; Care & Repair Cymru; Eaga Partnership; Energy Saving Trust; Firebrake Wales; Food Standards Agency Wales; NHS Direct Wales; National Public Health Service; RNIB Cymru and Wales Pension Service.  It is further supported by Energywatch Wales; Help the Aged Cymru; Care Forum Wales; Energy Efficiency Advice Centres; Citizens’ Advice Cymru; National Energy Action Wales and RoSPA.

Further details are available throughout the winter on the Keep Well This Winter website www.kwtw.org.uk.

