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WHAT IS PERIODONTAL DISEASE?

Periodontal disease affects the gums, bone and other supporting tissues of the
teeth. Although most individuals suffer gum inflammation from time to time, around
10% of the population appear to suffer from the more severe forms of the disease,
which cause loss of supporting bone. This group appears to be at greatest risk of
losing teeth through periodontal disease, which is caused by bacteria regularly
collected on the feeth.

Gingivitis
Gingivitis is the first stage of periodontal disease. Plaque and its toxin by-products
iritate the gums, making them tender, inflamed, and likely to bleed.

Periodontitis

Plaque hardens into calculus (tartar). As calculus and plague continue to build
up, the gums begin to recede from the teeth. Deeper pockets form between the
gums and teeth and become filled with bacteria and sometimes pus. The gums
become very iritated, inflamed, and bleed easily. Slight to moderate bone loss
may be present.

Advanced Periodontitis

Teeth lose more support as the gums, bone, and periodontal ligament continue to
be destroyed. Unless freated, the affected teeth will become very loose and may
be lost. Generalised moderate to severe bone loss may be present.
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Why do some people suffer from this problem and not others?

Around 10% of the population is susceptible. Our knowledge is improving all the
time of why this is, although three major factors are thought to be responsible.
Family history, stress and smoking are all important risk factors. Stopping smoking is
an important part of reducing the risk of developing the disease. Certain general
diseases such as diabetes may also make an individual more susceptible.

How do | know if | have the disease?

The signs and symptoms of periodontal disease are exiremely variable but may
include gums that bleed on brushing together with signs of more advanced
disease such as mobility or drifting of the teeth. Because periodontal disease
attacks beneath the gum line, you could have an infection and not know it.
Pockets that measure four or more millimetres (mm) in depth, and/or gums that
bleed during probing, may mean that infection is present. It is essential to attend a
general dental practitioner and dental hygienist or therapist regularly so that
special assessment techniques, including x-rays, can be carried out as part of your
routine dental examinations.

What should | do if | think | might have the disease?

Regular dental examinations by a general dental practitioner will ensure that a
correct diagnosis is made. The dentist will then be able to advise you on any
necessary treatment. This will often include instruction in specific oral hygiene
methods to help you control the bacteria that collect on your teeth. There may
also be a need to carry out some professional cleaning of your teeth. In most
cases, periodontal disease can be successfully treated by your dentist and
hygienist using methods such as these. Occasionally, more complex treatments
are required and your dentist or hygienist will advise you accordingly.
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