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Shining a Spotlight on Your Smile

Dental Hygiene Month:
A Reminder That Your Mouth Matters

Every October, Dental Hygiene Month serves as a reminder that taking
care of your mouth is about much more than a bright smile and fresh
breath. In fact, your oral health can offer real insight into your overall well-
being—and neglecting it can have consequences far beyond the dentist’s
chair.

We all know the basics: brushing, flossing, and regular cleanings help
prevent cavities and gum disease. But here’s what many people don't
realize—poor dental hygiene has been linked to a range of serious health
issues, including heart disease, diabetes, stroke, and even respiratory
infections. When gums become inflamed or infected, harmful bacteria can
enter the bloodstream, triggering or worsening health problems elsewhere
in the bodly.

Gum disease, in particular, is a major player. What may start as mild
bleeding or swelling can quietly progress into chronic inflammation. And
for people with diabetes, gum disease doesn'’t just increase risk—it can
actually make blood sugar harder to control, creating a cycle that’s tough
to break. There’s also growing evidence that poor oral health during
pregnancy may be linked to complications like preterm birth or low birth
weight.

But there’s good news: most of this is preventable. With just a few
minutes of daily care—brushing, flossing, and a rinse—and regular visits
to your dentist, you can protect your mouth and your overall health. Think
of it as an investment with long-term returns.

This month is also a chance to recognize the essential role of dental
hygienists. They do more than clean teeth; they're often the first to spot
signs of trouble, provide tailored advice, and help patients build lasting
habits. Their work is preventive care at its best—simple, effective, and
often overlooked.

Oral health also plays a big role in quality of life. Tooth pain, sensitivity, or
even just the self-consciousness of a smile you're not proud of can affect
your confidence, nutrition, sleep, and social life. Keeping your mouth
healthy helps keep you feeling your best.

So yes, dental hygiene deserves its own month. Not just for cleaner
mouths, but for healthier lives. This October, take a moment to appreciate
your toothbrush—and the lifelong benefits it helps protect.

The Oral Hygiene Essentials:
Brushing Up on the Basics

A bright smile starts with strong daily habits—and when it comes to oral
hygiene, the basics matter most. Brushing, flossing, and rinsing are your
first line of defense against cavities, gum disease, and bad breath. But
even longtime routines can benefit from a little fine-tuning.

e Brushing: The American Dental Association recommends brushing twice
a day with fluoride toothpaste for at least two minutes. Use a soft-bristled
brush and gentle, circular motions to clean all surfaces of your teeth.
Don’t forget the gumline and your tongue—both can harbor bacteria.

* Flossing: Once a day, every day. Flossing isn’t just for removing food
between teeth; it also clears plague where toothbrushes can'’t reach. Use
about 18 inches of floss, curving it in a C-shape around each tooth and
gently sliding it below the gumline.

 Rinsing: Antimicrobial or fluoride mouthwash can offer extra protection.
Rinse after brushing and flossing—not instead of them. Choose a product
that targets your specific needs, whether that's strengthening enamel,
reducing plaque, or freshening breath.

Bonus tip: Replace your toothbrush every 3—4 months, or sooner if bristles
are frayed. And visit your dentist at least twice a year for professional
cleanings and checkups.

Mastering these essentials can make all the difference. With just a few
mindful minutes each day, you can help keep your smile healthy for life.

The Surprising
Link Between
Gum Health and
Your Overall
Wellness

When we think about staying healthy, brushing our teeth doesn’t usually
top the list. Oral care often gets filed under “routine maintenance’—a
way to avoid cavities or keep our smile looking good. But the truth is,
what’s going on in your mouth can tell a much bigger story about what’s
happening in the rest of your body.

Your mouth isn’t just a standalone system—it’s the gateway to your body.
And when gum health takes a hit, other parts of you may be paying the
price.

Inflammation: The Hidden Link

The thread tying oral health to overall health comes down to one powerful
word: inflammation. Gum disease (periodontal disease) starts when
harmful bacteria infect the tissues that hold your teeth in place. Left
untreated, it can lead to tooth loss—but that’s just the beginning.

Chronic gum inflammation doesn’t stay put. It can spread beyond your
mouth via the bloodstream, silently fueling inflammation in other organs and
systems. In other words, gum disease can act like a flare-up that sets off
fires throughout the body.

Your Heart’s on the Line

The connection between gum disease and heart disease is especially
striking. People with periodontal disease may be up to three times more
likely to experience a heart attack or stroke.

Why? Oral bacteria can slip into the bloodstream, contributing to the
formation of artery-clogging plaque. Meanwhile, systemic inflammation can
damage blood vessels and raise blood pressure—two major red flags for
cardiovascular health.

What About Your Brain?

Emerging research is now shining a light on the link between gum disease
and brain health, particularly cognitive decline and Alzheimer’s disease.
Studies show that people with chronic gum infections tend to have higher
levels of brain inflammation and more buildup of beta-amyloid—the sticky
plaque tied to Alzheimer’s.

Scientists are still connecting the dots, but the theory is that either the
bacteria themselves or the body’s inflammatory response to them could be
impacting brain function over time.

More Than Just Cavities

The reach of poor gum health doesn’t stop at the heart and brain. It’s also
been tied to:

* Diabetes: Gum disease makes blood sugar harder to control, and high
blood sugar worsens gum infections. It's a dangerous feedback loop.

* Pregnancy complications: Gum inflammation may contribute to
premature birth or low birth weight.

* Respiratory infections: Inhaling bacteria from the mouth can lead
to lung infections—especially in older adults or those with weakened
immune systems.

So, What Can You Do?

Here's the good news—daily habits make a big difference. Protect your
gums, and the rest of your body by:

* Brushing twice a day with fluoride toothpaste

* Flossing daily

e Seeing your dentist regularly (every six months or as recommended)
» Skipping tobacco and limiting sugar

e Managing health conditions like diabetes

The Bottom Line: Your mouth doesn’t operate in a vacuum. This October,
during National Dental Hygiene Month, remember: caring for your gums is
caring for your whole body. So don’t just smile for the mirror—smile for your
heart, your brain, and your future.

The Top 10 Dental Myths — And the Truth
Behind Them

When it comes to oral health, misinformation can spread as easily as
plaque. To set the record straight during Oral Hygiene Awareness Month,
we’re separating fact from fiction. Let’'s debunk ten common myths that
may be hurting your smile more than helping it.

1. “If my gums bleed when | brush, | should stop brushing.”

Tooth Tale. Bleeding gums are often a sign of inflammation—an
early symptom of gum disease—not a cue to stop brushing. In fact,
consistent, gentle brushing and flossing are the best ways to help
reduce bleeding over time.

2. “You only need to see a dentist if something hurts.”

Tooth Tale. Pain is often a late-stage symptom. Regular dental visits
help catch issues like cavities, gum disease, and even oral cancer
before they become serious or painful.

3. “Sugar is the only cause of cavities.”

Tooth Tale. While sugar feeds cavity-causing bacteria, poor oral
hygiene, dry mouth, acidic foods, and infrequent brushing also
contribute to tooth decay.

4. “Brushing harder cleans better.”

Tooth Tale. Aggressive brushing can erode enamel and damage
gums. Use a soft-bristled brush and gentle pressure to keep teeth and
gums healthy.

5. “Flossing isn’t really necessary.”

Tooth Tale. Flossing removes plaque and food particles between
teeth—areas your toothbrush can’t reach. Skipping it leaves nearly a
third of your tooth surfaces uncleaned.

6. “White teeth are healthy teeth.”

Tooth Tale. Whiteness doesn’t always indicate health. Teeth can
be white but still harbor decay or gum disease. Only a dental
professional can truly assess oral health.

7. “Baby teeth don’t matter—they fall out anyway.”

Tooth Tale. Baby teeth hold space for adult teeth and help with
speech and nutrition. Untreated cavities in baby teeth can also lead to
infections and pain.

8. “Mouthwash is a substitute for brushing.”

Tooth Tale. Mouthwash can help reduce bacteria, but it doesn’t
physically remove plaque. Think of it as a supplement—not a
substitute—for brushing and flossing.

9. “Chewing sugar-free gum is just as good as brushing.”

Tooth Tale. While gum with xylitol can help stimulate saliva and
reduce bacteria, it's not a replacement for proper brushing and
flossing.

10.“Oral health doesn’t affect the rest of the body.”

Tooth Tale. Studies link poor oral hygiene to heart disease, diabetes,
respiratory infections, and more. A healthy mouth supports a healthy
body.

Don’t let myths compromise your smile. Good oral hygiene—brushing twice
a day, flossing daily, and seeing your dentist regularly—is based on facts,
not fads. When in doubt, ask your dental professional.

Electric

vs. Manual
Toothbrushes:
Which Really
Works Better?

Both electric and manual toothbrushes can effectively clean your teeth
when used correctly. Studies show that electric toothbrushes, especially
those with oscillating-rotating or sonic technology, may reduce plaque and
gingivitis slightly better than manual brushes. They are especially helpful for
people with limited dexterity, such as seniors or those with arthritis, and can
make brushing easier and more consistent.

However, manual toothbrushes remain a perfectly good option for most
people if used with proper technique and for the recommended two minutes
twice daily. They're affordable, portable, and easy to replace.

Ultimately, the best toothbrush is one you’ll use regularly and correctly. If
you're unsure which to choose, ask your dentist for personalized advice
based on your oral health needs and lifestyle.

Nutrition Corner: The Best (and Worst)
Foods for Your Teeth

Your smile says a lot about your health—and what you eat plays a big role
in keeping it bright and strong. While brushing and flossing are essential,
your diet can either help protect your teeth or slowly erode them. Here’s a
quick guide to the best—and worst—foods for your dental health.

The BEST Foods for Your Teeth

1. Crunchy fruits and vegetables. Apples, carrots, celery, cucumbers,
and raw broccoli act like natural toothbrushes. Their crisp texture
helps scrub away plaque and food particles, while stimulating saliva
production—your mouth’s built-in defense against harmful bacteria.

2. Dairy products. Milk, cheese, and yogurt are rich in calcium and
phosphates, which help strengthen enamel. Cheese also helps
neutralize acid in the mouth, reducing your risk of decay. Even hard
cheeses like Parmesan offer a dental boost.

3. Leafy greens and fibrous vegetables. Spinach, kale, Swiss chard,
and romaine lettuce are packed with vitamins and minerals—especially
calcium, folic acid, and vitamin C—that support gum health and reduce
inflammation.

4. Nuts and seeds. Almonds, walnuts, and sesame seeds are great
sources of calcium and healthy fats. Chewing nuts can also stimulate
saliva flow. Just avoid candied versions that are coated in sugar.

5. Green and black tea. These teas contain polyphenols that help
suppress harmful bacteria in the mouth and reduce plaque. Just be
mindful of added sugar or lemon, which can cancel out the benefits.

6. Water. Plain water—especially fluoridated tap water—is a powerhouse
for oral health. It helps rinse away food debris, maintain a neutral pH,
and support strong enamel.

7. Sugar-free gum. Chewing sugarless gum, especially those containing
xylitol, can boost saliva production and reduce cavity-causing bacteria.

The WORST Foods for Your Teeth

1. Sugary snacks and candies. Taffy, gummies, lollipops, and caramel
linger on your teeth and feed bacteria that produce enamel-destroying
acid. Sour candies are even worse—high in both sugar and acid.

2. Soda and sugary drinks. Regular and diet sodas are highly acidic,
eroding enamel with each sip. Energy drinks and sports drinks can be
just as damaging due to their sugar and acid content.

3. Citrus fruits and juices. Oranges, lemons, grapefruits, and even
tomatoes are acidic enough to weaken enamel. Fruit juices, especially
when sipped throughout the day, bathe teeth in sugar and acid.

4. Dried fruits. Raisins, dates, figs, and apricots are sticky and high in
natural sugars. They often get trapped in the grooves of your teeth,
feeding bacteria long after you’ve eaten them.

5. Alcohol. Alcoholic drinks, especially when consumed frequently, dry
out the mouth. Lower saliva levels mean less natural protection for
your teeth. Red wine can also stain teeth, and sugary cocktails pose a
double risk.

6. Starchy snacks. Chips, crackers, white bread, and pretzels may not
taste sweet, but they break down into sugars that fuel cavity-causing
bacteria. They also tend to get stuck in your teeth.

Conclusion: A tooth-friendly diet is all about balance: enjoy treats in
moderation, drink plenty of water, and choose whole foods that help
protect and strengthen your teeth. Pair good nutrition with regular brushing,
flossing, and dental checkups—and your mouth will thank you with a
healthy, lasting smile.

Thank you for subscribing to MedWatch’s Healthy Living newsletter!
We hope you enjoyed the content and found it to be a valuable resource.

For more information and additional resources, reach out to
your Pathways Concierge team at the number on your Health Plan ID card.
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