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Keep Calm and Brush On! 
Part One 
by Polly Logan, D.D.S., 
PAC Executive Assistant and Publications 
Administrative Coordinator 
 

 
As we well know, it can be challenging for many of us in a Sapphire state to remember to 
brush and floss as much as we should! With the progression of dementia, oral hygiene 
tasks such as toothbrushing, flossing, mouth rinsing, and denture care become extremely 
challenging. However, the lack of oral hygiene is only one reason for mouth problems in 
dementia care. The most commonly seen oral problems in individuals living with dementia 
are mouth sores, tooth decay and abscess, broken teeth, periodontitis (gum disease), 
and issues with dentures. Why does this occur?  
 
Mouth sores can be caused by trauma, broken teeth, or ill-fitting dentures. They may be 
worsened by a dry mouth, which is common in aging adults and is also a side effect of 
many medications commonly used in dementia care. Mouth sores can be a severe issue 
for those living with dementia, since they often have trouble recognizing or communicating 
that something is bothering them until the sore is very large, which may prevent them 
from getting adequate nutrition and hydration. 
 
Tooth decay is another frequently seen issue in dementia care and is especially 
problematic on the root surfaces of teeth. Recession of the gums, which is usually due to 
years of tooth brushing or tooth grinding, tends to be very common in older individuals. 
When the gums recede and shrink away, the root surfaces of the teeth are no longer 
protected and are very susceptible to decay when not properly cleaned. This root surface 
decay is often difficult to repair and can lead to tooth abscess. Another reason that tooth 
decay and abscess is prevalent is due to dietary changes. As dementia begins to cause 
the brain to crave more glucose, it is very typical for intake of sugary liquids or foods to 
increase. This sugar feeds the bacteria in the mouth, and the acid they produce dissolves 
tooth enamel, causing decay. When teeth decay, they often begin to crumble or break. 
Broken teeth may also be caused by tooth grinding or chewing on objects, both of which 
are often seen in the disease of dementia. 
 
Why do dentures or partial dentures often cause issues in dementia care? One reason is 
that the person living with dementia may be having a difficult time keeping the denture 
clean or is forgetting to remove it at night. When food or bacteria gets trapped under a 
denture, sores often result. Also, as many individuals lose weight during the later stages 
of dementia, dentures loosen and move around the mouth more, causing discomfort. 
 
Periodontitis is also very often seen in individuals living with dementia due to their inability 
to perform effective oral hygiene. Unfortunately, this can result in bad breath, loose teeth, 
tooth loss, and abscess. 
 
If a person living with dementia suddenly stops eating, displays pain signals, constantly 
seems to be chewing or sucking on something when their mouth is empty, is touching 
their mouth more than usual, or is suddenly not tolerating their denture, these are all 
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warning signs that there may possibly be something amiss inside the mouth. Be sure to 
check out the December 2018 edition of the Online Dementia Journal to read about what 
can be done to reduce these oral issues in those living with dementia! 
 
Additional Resources: Check out Teepa’s on-demand webinar, Oral Hygiene and 
Options for GEMS States. 
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