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healthy smiles
While it is never too late to preserve and protect the
health of one's teeth, it is important to note that by
not making the effort to maintain the health of your
teeth and gums in your prime just means that you
may require extensive restorative, or reconstructive
dentistry later in life advises DR CHENG ENG WAH

s our body matures, a vast number of changes

occur in our rnetabolism, hormones and
nutrition that can have an effect on our teeth,
which tendtoweaken, decayand break more
often. Thanks to scientific developments and

the preveniive emphasis in dentistry, older adults are keeping
their natural teeth longer. So it s useful tQ know wfrat some
of the genera age-re ated dental issues are in order to be

better prepared to hand e them.
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\-y oecayare prodJcedwner rl^e bdrreria ^ oL r moJrl
feed on carllohydrates (sugars) rn our dlet. over time, a

minor decay can cause paln, infectlon and tooth oss if left

untreated. while tooth decay takes p ace regardless of age,

it can worsen as we grow o der. Even after a on8 penod of
being abLe to successfully prevent or have very few teetl.r

decay, adults can suddenly find themselves entering a phase

where cavitles become a significant problem.
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One ofthe main reasons forthis rsthe reduced production

of sa iva as we mature. sa iva, a key factor in the fight against
tootfr decay. contains shieldlng agents that can neutrallse
the acds that cause tooth deminera isation. lt aiso carries
minera s and ant llacterial agents that s ow down the growtfi
of oral bactera. To hep circumvent thls t s impoftant to
regu ar y drink sugarless fluids to keep our mouths moist and
encourage the f ow of sa iva.

The bulld up of plaque around oder flings is also
quite common, as are other problems such as root caries
(decaying of the tooth root) that happens when the gums
recede to expose the softer root sudace, whlch decays more
easlly tfran tooth enamel. Regu ar llrusfring and flossing wlth
f uoride toothpasie is therefore very important to fight plaque

build-up.
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overconsumpton of acidlc food and beverage. With the



natural recession of gums over time, there is an increased

chance of hypersensitivity especially in areas of the teeth

that are notwell protected by enamel. As we a8e, areas that
would usually be well concealed by gums become exposed

and more vulnerable to pain or discomfort, which is usually

aggravated when eatingor drinkingan\,thingthat is hot, cold,

sweet, sour or spicy.

N4aintaining good oral hygiene, using low-abrasive

toothpaste and avoiding hlghly acidic foods and drinks

to prevent erosion can prevent tooth sensitivity. Simple

procedures such as laser desensitising or bonding to cover

the exposed surface can also be done to help avoid further

discomfoic.
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\Oy' di..ur" swhen rhe gLmsget reo and swol'en; bleed

with the slightest irritation, and when pockets are developed

beh^/een teeth and gums that trap food debris. This disease,

also known as gingivitis, is generally found in varying degrees

in older adults and if not treated can become increasingly

destructive. studies have also shown that with periodontal

disease, heart attacks are 2.7 times more likely to occur

and the risk of cardiovascular diseases is 1.5 times to tlvice
higher.

It is especially important to practise a rneticulous oral

care routine even ifyou have managed to avoid periodontal

disease until now. Healthy gums are typically a light or coral

shade of pink and usually fit into a nice sharp point where it

comes in contactwith the teeth.
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Qy' -nutrt., oLlps in odr teetn become srnaller due to
fewer blood vessels and a reduction in nerve tissues. With

less fluid content, our teeth become more brittle, which

with the gnashing action of chewing can further wear down

the enamel of the teeth making them more vulnerable to
breakage and chips.

Another cause oftooth breakage or extensive wear and

tear is the grinding of teeth, also known as bruxism, which

usually occurs during sleep and has been categorised as a

common sleep drsorder. The most evident consequence of
bruxing in addition to sore jaw muscles is the trauma and

eltensive wear down of teeth, which coupled with natural

deterioration intoothstructure, can causesiSnificantdamage.

Solutrons in addressing this include nightguards, which can

be worn to help protect your teeth as you sleep, and stress

reduction. as stress tends to be one ofthe common reasons

why we grind our teeth.
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\-y the appearance ot our reerl' changes and there are

a number of causes for this. Poor dental hygiene practices,

a lifetime of consuming stain causing food and beverages,

srnoking and also the changes in dentin the bonelike

tissue that underlies the tooth enamel - can cause tooth

discolouration. The outer layer of the enamel on our teeth

getsworn away, revealingthe natural yellow colour ofdentin
as we age.

While people with genetically thickerenamel may
find minimal change to the colour of their teeth, others may
wantto look into preventive measures such as avoidingfood
and beverage that cause stains and restorative treatments
that can improve this condition.

fiAony ,E TH - Tnrs tenos to rncrease as

\J we get older, and is also hegl^tered by tl^e rse of
medications and ceriain medical disorders. As saliva has

an important function to play when it comes to chewing,
these symptoms can be treated. where your dentist can

recommend ways to restore moisture to your mouth and

also address some of the oral health problems that may

have caused it.
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f) more than just al aesThetic issue. Whtle the reasons

behind missing teeth may vary, the fact remains that if left
untreated it can cause serious complications. A number of
things may happen - food may get trapped in these gaps

giving rlse to bacterial growth, the remaining teeth may shift
in an attempt to fill the gap left bythe missingtooth that may

even affect the abiliiy to chew and speak, and the overall

support structure of the mouth may weaken. As each tooth
is supported by those around it, gaps left unfilled may cause
additional tooth loss or injury that could worsen with time.
Dentures, dental bridges or irnplants are choices you can

choose from to replace missing teeth.
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\-Z t comes to wearing dentlrres, whether complete,
partiaL or removable dentures; comfort is key, and is largely

dependent on whether the remaining ridges in your mouth
can provide the necessarysupport. With the removal ofteeth,
the remalning bone (ridge) continuously shrinks to a smaller
size. As a result, the gum tissue that covers the ridge often
becomes thinner and is more susceptible to irritation; these
changes can also affect the comfort of dentures over tlme,
causing pain and discomfort when it comes to chewing.

It is never too late to presen/e and protect the health of
one's teeth. lt is irnportant to note that by not making the
effoft to maintain the health of your teeth and gums in your
primelust meansthatyou may requiree)densive restorative,
or reconstructive dentistry later in life.

It is also crucial to note that existing health conditions
such as diabetes, heart disease or cancer
can impact a person's oral health, and
this too needs to be hlShlighted to
your dentist, as with any other
general health issues.

While simple oral hygiene
practices such as brushing and
flossing are essential. many oral

health problems associated with
aging require professional dental
attention, so do not forget to factor
in regular checkups into your overall
health and wellness routine. @
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