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Cavities begin with bacteria and sugar
Cavities are formed when the bacteria in our 
mouths create acids that eat away at the 
enamel (the hard outer surface) on our teeth.

These acids are produced when we 
consume sugary or starchy foods or 
beverages (such as soda, juice, cookies, or 
bread).

Minerals in saliva, such as calcium and phosphate, as well 
as fluoride from toothpaste, replace the minerals lost when 
the enamel is attacked by the acid. However, when teeth are 

frequently exposed to acid, the enamel weakens.

A white spot on a tooth can be an early sign of decay. At this point the decay 
can be stopped or reversed through good oral hygiene — brushing with a 
fluoride toothpaste, drinking fluoridated water, flossing, and regularly visiting 
the dentist. 

If left untreated, however, the decay continues and the tooth’s enamel is 
weakened to the point that a hole, or cavity, forms. 

Cavities are permanently damaged areas which must be filled by a dentist. 
If cavities aren’t repaired, they enlarge and affect deeper layers of the teeth, 
leading to severe toothache, infection, and tooth loss.

Good dental hygiene plays a major role in preventing cavities. Keeping teeth 
as clean as possible, and regularly visiting the dentist, can prevent a painful 
bout of tooth decay.

Tips for a great smile:
• Floss: Be sure 

to floss once a 
day to get rid of 
food particles in 
between your 
teeth. Up to 35 
percent of the tooth’s surface doesn’t 
get clean if you don’t floss.

• Limit sugary beverages. Drinks 
such as soda, juice, and alcoholic 
beverages have high sugar content. 
The bacteria in your mouth grow on 
sugar and form plaque, which can 
create cavities.

• Visit your dentist. See your dentist 
every six months. A dental hygienist 
will clean your teeth and remove any 
plaque and tartar buildup. X-rays may 
be taken to allow the dentist to see 
your teeth down to the roots.

• Don’t smoke. Smoking can stain your 
teeth and make gum disease and 
tooth decay more likely.
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Redness, swelling signal gum disease
If gums are puffy, red, and bleed easily, it’s time to take action.

These symptoms may indicate that you have gingivitis. Since 
gingivitis can progress to tooth loss, these signs should not be 
ignored.

The gum inflammation that comes with gingivitis is caused by 
plaque building up on the teeth. Fortunately, this usually can be 
reversed with good oral hygiene and regular dental visits. 

If left untreated, gingivitis can advance to periodontitis. When periodontitis 
develops, the gums pull away from the teeth 
and form pockets that become infected. 

The infection leads to gum tissue and 
bone gradually being destroyed. Teeth may 
become loose and need to be removed.

Professional treatment of periodontal 
disease can help prevent tooth loss. This 
may include deep cleaning of root surfaces 
below the gum line, medication, or corrective 
surgery.

To prevent gingivitis, brush and floss daily, 
and visit the dentist twice per year.
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Beyond the traditional X-ray 
Occasionally dentists need to see more detail than what 
a typical X-ray will show of your teeth. One way to do 
this is with an image from a dental cone beam computed 
tomography (CBCT) system.

This scanning system rotates around the patient to 
capture a three-dimensional image of the teeth, mouth, 
and jaw. One advantage of this procedure is the ability to show bone and soft tissue 
simultaneously. 

The radiation doses from CBCT are greater than from a conventional dental X-ray, 
so the system is not used routinely. However, if you are experiencing issues, your 
dentist may use this technique to help pinpoint the problem and develop a treatment 
plan. It can help with the placement of dental implants as well as diagnosis of a root 
canal or other issues.

Dental danger
Beware: These foods can cause damage to your teeth

Coffee: Coffee can stain teeth and the caffeinated version can dry your 
mouth, leaving less saliva to wash away food particles and help 
replace the minerals that strengthen tooth enamel. Adding sugar 
causes additional problems, as this sweetener can bring cavities. 

Hard candy: It’s full of sugar, which can lead to cavities, and 
can also bring a broken or chipped tooth if bitten.

Sticky candy: When these sugary goodies cling to teeth, they expose the enamel to 
acids created by the bacteria in our mouths and make decay more likely. Sticky candies 
that are sour can also contain acid that’s hard on teeth.

Chips: The starch in chips can get caught in teeth, where it plays a role in the 
formation of cavities.

Soda: Sugary sodas provide food for the bacteria that create acids that damage teeth. 
The acidic nature of soda is harmful as well.

By the numbers
• Most people don’t show signs of gum 

disease until they’re in their 30s or 
40s.

• 47.2 percent of adults over age 30 
have some form of periodontal 
disease.

• 56.4 percent of men have periodontal 
disease, compared to 
38.4 percent of women.

Sources: National Institutes of 
Health, Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention

What is plaque? 
Plaque is a 
sticky film that 
forms on teeth. 
It contains 
bacteria that can 
bring cavities or gum disease.

Plaque not removed by 
brushing and flossing can 
harden into tartar. Tartar can’t 
be removed through brushing, 
but can be removed in a 
professional cleaning by a 
dentist or dental hygienist.

Risk factors for periodontal disease
• Smoking

• Diabetes

• Stress

• Poor oral hygiene

• Crooked teeth

• Heredity

• Medications that 
cause dry mouth
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