
clear of these foods and beverages entirely, but 
you should rinse your mouth with water to 
neutralize the acids after consuming them. The 
counterintuitive advice: Rinse, but don't brush 
your teeth within an hour of eating or drinking 
acidic foods, because "you'll actually be abrad-
ing your teeth with the acid," says Gigi Mei-
necke, D.M.D., a fellow in the Academy of Gen-
eral Dentistry. Or chew a sugarless gum (such as 
Spry) sweetened with xylitol, which decreases 
oral acidity.

BANISH BACTERIA. They not only cause 
cavities, gum disease, and bad breath—they also 

produce acid, which then causes more decay. "Sugar is 
like jet fuel for bacteria—it's what bacteria feast on, and 
it causes tooth decay and gum disease to develop much 
faster," says Craig Zunka, D.D.S., president of the 
Holistic Dental Association. To get rid of harmful 
bacteria, thoroughly remove plaque by flossing once a 
day, brushing at least twice a day, and using an oral 
irrigator. Also cut back on sugary or starchy foods that 
stick to the teeth and drink lots of water, especially after 
a carb-heavy meal.

RELAX YOUR JAW. If the edges of your teeth look 
thin or worn down, or if you frequently wake up with a 
sore jaw or a headache, you may be clenching or grind-
ing your teeth at night. "This can wear down or put 
pressure on the teeth, resulting in cracks and receding 
gums, which can really age your smile," says Chris 
Kammer, D.D.S., president of the American Academy 
for Oral Systemic Health. Wear a mouth guard at night, 
and make sure you're getting enough calcium—a 
deficiency can cause muscle cramps that may make you 
clench, Zunka says. To relax your jaw before bed, try 
pressing your fingers against the large muscles in your 
cheeks that you use for chewing for 10 seconds while 
squeezing your teeth tight, then relax the muscles and 
jaw for five seconds. Repeat six times.

EAT SMILE-FRIENDLY FOODS. Crunchy raw 
ap¬ples, celery, carrots, and nuts can mechanically 
clean teeth as you chew them, so they make good 
desserts or snacks, Kammer says. Also, probiotics 
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WHEN YOU WANT TO measure how healthy you are, 
you probably think about how many fruits and veggies 
you have each day or whether you get winded when you 
climb the stairs. But the answer could be right under your 
nose. "The eyes may be the window to your soul, but 
your mouth is a reflection of your overall health," says 
Elisa Mello, D.D.S., a cosmetic and reconstructive 
dentist with NYC Smile Design in New York. Conditions 
like diabetes, anemia, or immune or nutritional deficien-
cies can show up as bleeding gums, rampant tooth decay, 
or swelling or discoloration of the tongue and gum tissue, 
Mello says. Likewise, gum disease has been linked to an 
increased risk of heart disease, hardening of the arteries, 
and pre-term delivery during pregnancy.
   Maintaining healthy teeth does get a little more chal-
lenging as we get older: Over time, acid exposure, bacte-
ria, staining agents, and other culprits can sabotage your 
smile. But it's never too late to adopt healthy dental 
habits, and there's no need to grin and bear a smile that's 
anything less than sparkling.

REDUCE ACID EXPOSURE. Sports drinks, sodas, 
seltzers, citrus fruits, and fruit juices can erode enamel 
and soften the hardened matrix by dissolving the tooth's 
protective covering. You don't have to  steer

Right in the Kisser 
For better overall health, watch your mouth. Here's how to 
keep teeth and gums in great shape. BY STACEY COLINO



beneficial bacteria in certain yogurts, kefir, and 
tempeh—can reduce acidity and bad bacteria in your 
mouth. Make sure you're getting plenty of calcium, 
vitamin D, phosphorus, and magnesium to help your 
teeth resist decay and stains and strengthen the bone 
that holds them, Zunka says. For gums, be sure you're 
incorporating foods or supplements with vitamin C 
and omega-3 fatty acids for healing and anti-
inflammatory effects.

BRUSH YOUR TEETH CORRECTLY—AND 
GENTLY! Don't use too much pressure or rake the 
brush back and forth, which leads to gum recession 
and loss of enamel. Instead, slant your toothbrush up 
and toward the gumline at a 45-degree angle and brush 
gently for at least two minutes, Mello advises. Floss-
ing is also crucial to remove plaque and particles that 
stick to the teeth and gums and to polish the tooth's 
surface: Wrap the floss around the tooth in a C shape, 
then glide it up, down, and around each tooth to really 
clean each side. She adds, "I recommend flossing 
before you brush, because you loosen up debris that 
you can then brush off."

LEARN HOW YOUR MEDS MAY AFFECT 
YOUR MOUTH. Dry mouth is one of the most 
common side effects of many prescription and over-
the-counter medications, including allergy and asthma 
drugs, antacids, antidepressants, anti-anxiety meds, 
and blood pressure drugs. "Some vitamins—such as 
A, C, D, and E—have been linked to dry skin and dry 
mouth," Mello says, "so it's important to check the 
side effects of all nutritional supplements before 
taking them." Adds Meinecke, "Saliva has calcium 
ions in it, and it bathes your teeth in that protective 
solution, which buffers them from developing cavi-
ties." If you're experiencing dry mouth, drink plenty of 
water and avoid toothpastes with sodium lauryl sulfate 
and mouth rinses that contain alcohol, since they can 
be drying.

WATCH OUT FOR STAINING AGENTS. Certain 
foods and drinks—including beets, red wine, cola, 
coffee, and most forms of tea (even many herbals)-
can cause tooth discoloration. The key to preventing 
this is to keep your mouth super clean and avoid the 
buildup of plaque, which attracts stains, Mello says. If 
possible, brush right after eating or drinking these 
culprit items to minimize the chance of stains setting 
on your teeth and to help your saliva naturally wash 
the stain away.

NIFTY GADGETS FOR STELLAR ORAL HYGIENE

FLUORIDE: YEA OR NAY?
Fluoride protects the teeth from damage caused by acid and 
helps strengthen enamel. Some consumers have raised 
concerns that getting too much fluoride could lead to fluorosis 
(white spots on the teeth), especially in kids. Problems like 
these really come from ingesting too much fluoride in foods, 
water, and other beverages, Zunka says: "There are no 
fluorosis risks associated with fluoride in toothpaste, unless 
you're swallowing it regularly." And, he adds, "if you have dry 
mouth or gum recession, a fluoride toothpaste can help make 
your teeth more resistant to decay." To decide what's right for 
you, talk to your dentist.

Tools to Save Your Smile

THE RIGHT TOOTHPASTE To keep teeth 
healthy and bright, look for a toothpaste that 
targets your dental issues—for instance, a 
formula that whitens, offers tartar control, or 
is designed for sensitive teeth. Crest 
Pro-Health Clinical Gum Protection ($5, 
pgestore.com) helps fight gum disease.

DENTAL FLOSS "Unwaxed floss does a better 
job of cleaning because it's not slick," Zunka 
says. However, if your teeth are too tight to 
accommodate the unwaxed variety, go with a 
waxed or silky-coated floss. Tom's of Maine 
Antiplaque Floss ($3.50, tomsofmaine.com) is 
perfect for getting into tight spaces.

ELECTRIC TOOTHBRUSH "It moves fast 
and strokes the teeth more than you could 
do yourself," Zunka says. Philips Sonicare 
FlexCare+ Rechargeable Sonic Toothbrush 
($190, philips.com/store) has five brushing 
modes to target specific concerns, such as 
gum care.

TONGUE SCRAPER Often a bumpy surface on 
the back of a toothbrush, these scrape and 
dislodge odor-and cavity-causing bacteria from the 
tongue and cheeks. Colgate Max Fresh 
Toothbrush ($3.50, drugstore .com) features a 
textured tongue scraper.

ORAL IRRIGATOR Using pressurized water to dislodge 
plaque and bacteria between the teeth and under the 
gumline, an irrigator can flush bacteria from hard-to-reach 
places, Kammer says. Use before or after brushing. 
Waterpik Ultra WaterFlosser ($60, waterpik.com) features 
10 pressure settings for a customized clean.
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