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HEALTH BASICS

Oral health

Oral health is the condition and care of your teeth, gums, mouth, and related tissues.

WHATITIS
Health of your teeth, gums, mouth, and nearby tissues

WHERE IT COMES UP
Dental visits, daily care, pregnancy, illness, and medicine use

WHY IT MATTERS
Supports eating, speaking, comfort, and overall well-being

WHAT ITISNOT
Not a disease or single diagnosis

WHO TO ASK
Dentist, dental hygienist, or primary care clinician

HOW IT IS CHECKED
Mouth examination, gum measurements, and dental X-rays when needed

Overview

Oral health means the health of your teeth, gums, tongue, mouth lining, jaw, and nearby tissues.
It also includes the habits and care that help these parts work comfortably.

Oral health is not a disease or a diagnosis. A dental professional may use the term when
discussing routine care, your risk of future problems, or a condition such as tooth decay or gum
disease.

A healthy mouth helps you eat, speak, smile, and sleep without avoidable discomfort. Oral
health needs can change with age, pregnancy, medical conditions, medicines, disability, diet,
and tobacco or alcohol use.

Daily care matters, but it is not the whole picture. Genetics, access to dental services, fluoride
exposure, saliva production, and other health conditions can also affect the mouth. Developing
a dental problem does not necessarily mean that you have cared for your teeth poorly.

How it works

Teeth have a hard outer covering called enamel. Enamel protects the softer layers and the
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nerve-containing centre of each tooth. Although enamel is strong, acids can remove minerals
fromit.

Dental plaque is a sticky film of bacteria that forms on teeth. When bacteria break down sugars
and other carbohydrates, they produce acid. Repeated acid exposure can eventually lead to
tooth decay, also called dental caries or cavities.

Fluoride helps enamel resist acid and replace some lost minerals. It may come from
toothpaste, drinking water, or treatments provided by a dental professional.

Gums and bone hold teeth in place. Plaqgue near the gumline can irritate the gums. If plaque
hardens into tartar, also called calculus, it cannot be removed by ordinary brushing and needs
professional cleaning.

Saliva washes the mouth, helps with swallowing, and reduces the effects of acid. A dry mouth
can therefore increase the risk of tooth decay, mouth irritation, and difficulty eating. Dry mouth
may be related to medicines, dehydration, radiation treatment, or certain health conditions.

Why it matters for your health

Oral problems can affect what you eat and how clearly you speak. Pain, missing teeth, or poorly
fitting dentures may make it difficult to chew a balanced range of foods. Mouth discomfort can
also disturb sleep, concentration, work, or school.

Some oral conditions are linked with health elsewhere in the body. For example, diabetes can
make gum disease harder to control, while significant gum inflammation may make blood
sugar management more difficult. These links are complex and do not mean that every mouth
problem causes disease elsewhere.

Pregnancy-related hormone changes can make gums more sensitive to plaque. Routine dental
care is still important during pregnancy. Tell the dental team that you are pregnant and provide
an up-to-date list of medicines and supplements.

A dental examination may also identify signs of dry mouth, tooth grinding, medicine effects,
infection, or abnormal changes in the mouth lining. Dental professionals can assess these
findings and arrange further evaluation when needed.

What can go wrong

Several different conditions and situations can affect oral health:

Tooth decay develops when repeated acid exposure damages enamel and deeper tooth layers.
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It may eventually cause a visible hole, sensitivity, pain, or infection, although early decay may
not be noticeable.

Gingivitis is inflammation limited to the gums. The gums may become red, swollen, or prone to
bleeding. It can often improve when plaque is removed and daily cleaning becomes effective.

Periodontitis is a more advanced form of gum disease that damages the tissues and bone
supporting the teeth. Professional treatment is needed to control it.

Dental erosion is loss of enamel caused by acid that does not come directly from plaque
bacteria. Possible sources include frequent acidic drinks, repeated vomiting, or stomach acid
entering the mouth because of reflux.

Dry mouth means that there is not enough saliva to keep the mouth comfortably moist. It may
increase the risk of decay and can make speaking, chewing, swallowing, or wearing dentures
more difficult.

Mouth infections include dental abscesses and fungal infections such as oral thrush. An
abscess is a collection of pus caused by infection and requires dental assessment.

Injuries can crack, loosen, or knock out a tooth. Sports, falls, accidents, and biting hard objects
are common causes.

Oral cancer can affect the lips, tongue, mouth lining, or throat. A persistent sore, lump,
unexplained red or white patch, or ongoing swallowing difficulty should be assessed. Most
mouth changes are not cancer, but changes lasting more than two weeks should not be
ignored.

Routine dental follow-up is appropriate for concerns such as mild sensitivity, gums that bleed
repeatedly, ongoing dry mouth, or dentures that no longer fit well.

Seek prompt dental care for severe or persistent tooth pain, facial swelling, fever with a dental
problem, a broken tooth, or a knocked-out permanent tooth. A knocked-out permanent tooth
is time-sensitive, so contact an emergency dental service immediately.

Call emergency services for difficulty breathing or swallowing, rapidly increasing swelling
around the mouth or neck, uncontrolled bleeding, or a serious face or jaw injury.

What you can do

A practical daily routine can reduce plaque and help protect teeth and gums:

Use a soft-bristled toothbrush that reaches all tooth surfaces comfortably. Powered and
manual toothbrushes can both work well when used thoroughly. Replace the brush or brush
head when the bristles become worn or spread out.
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Floss is not the only way to clean between teeth. Interdental brushes or water flossers may be
easier for some people, including those with braces, bridges, limited hand movement, or larger
spaces between teeth. Ask a dental hygienist or dentist which option fits your mouth.

Mouthwash does not replace brushing or cleaning between teeth. Some mouthwashes have a
specific purpose, but not everyone needs one. Ask whether a product is appropriate before
using it to manage bleeding, pain, bad breath, or dry mouth.

Keep a list of your medicines and bring it to dental appointments. If your mouth feels dry, ask
whether a medicine could be contributing. Do not stop a prescribed medicine without speaking
with the clinician who manages it.

Dental check-up intervals are based on your current findings and risk rather than one timetable
for everyone. Ask when your next examination should be and why. Dental X-rays are used
when the expected information is likely to help with your care; they are not required at every
visit.

If cost, disability, transport, language, or dental anxiety makes care difficult, tell the dental
service when booking. You can ask about accessible facilities, interpreters, shorter visits,
planned breaks, payment options, or community dental services.

- Brush twice a day for about two minutes with fluoride toothpaste

- Clean between teeth daily using floss or another suitable interdental cleaner
- Limit how often teeth are exposed to sugary or acidic foods and drinks

- Avoid tobacco and tell your dental team about alcohol use

- Wear a suitable mouthguard for sports with a risk of facial injury

Common questions
Is bleeding during brushing normal?

Healthy gums do not usually bleed regularly. Bleeding can happen when gums are inflamed, but
brushing more harshly is not the answer. Continue gentle, thorough cleaning and arrange a
dental assessment if bleeding persists, is heavy, or has no clear cause.

Does bad breath always mean poor oral hygiene?

No. Food, smoking, dry mouth, gum disease, tooth decay, tonsil problems, reflux, and some
medical conditions can contribute. Persistent bad breath is worth discussing with a dentist,
especially if improved cleaning does not help.

Do baby teeth matter if they will fall out?
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Yes. Baby teeth support eating, speech, and the space needed for adult teeth. Decay in a baby
tooth can cause pain or infection. Begin cleaning when the first tooth appears and ask a dental
professional about age-appropriate fluoride toothpaste and dental visits.

Are dental X-rays safe?

Dental X-rays use ionising radiation, so they should be taken only when clinically useful.
Modern equipment and careful selection limit exposure. Tell the dental team if you are or may
be pregnant, and ask what information the X-ray is expected to provide.

Can limprove oral health if | have already had dental problems?

Yes. Past decay, gum disease, or tooth loss may change the care you need, but daily cleaning
and appropriate professional care still help protect remaining teeth and tissues. Ask for a clear
plan covering home care, follow-up, and warning signs.
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