Alcohol and Oral Health

How Alcohol Affects Your Teeth, Gums,
and Overall Oral Health

Why Does Alcohol Matter?

Alcohol affects more than the liver and nervous system—it can also have significant effects
on your oral health.

Frequent or excessive alcohol consumption may increase the risk of:

Dry mouth
Tooth decay
Gum disease
Tooth erosion
Oral cancer

Understanding these risks can help you make informed choices that support both your oral
and overall health.

How Alcohol Affects the Mouth

Alcohol can affect the mouth in several ways.

It may:
e Reduce saliva production
e Increase acidity in the mouth
e Promote dehydration
o Irritate oral tissues
o Contribute to poor oral hygiene habits

Over time, these effects may increase the risk of dental problems.

Alcohol and Dry Mouth

Saliva is one of the mouth's natural defense systems.



It helps:

Wash away food particles

Neutralize acids

Deliver minerals that strengthen enamel
Control bacterial growth

Alcohol can reduce saliva production, leading to dry mouth (xerostomia).

A dry mouth increases the risk of:

Cavities

Bad breath

Oral infections

Difficulty wearing dentures

Alcohol and Tooth Decay

Many alcoholic beverages contain added sugars.

Examples include:

Sweet wines

Cocktails

Hard seltzers with added sugar
Flavored alcoholic beverages
Liqueurs

Sugar feeds bacteria that produce acids capable of damaging tooth enamel.

Frequent consumption increases the risk of tooth decay.

Alcohol and Enamel Erosion

Many alcoholic beverages are also acidic.

Examples include:

Wine
Champagne



e Cocktails mixed with citrus juice
e Certain flavored alcoholic drinks

Repeated exposure to acid can gradually wear away tooth enamel.
Enamel erosion may lead to:

e Tooth sensitivity

e Tooth discoloration

o Increased risk of cavities
e Chipping and wear

Alcohol and Gum Disease

Heavy alcohol use has been associated with an increased risk of periodontal (gum)
disease.

Alcohol may contribute by:
Increasing inflammation
Reducing the body's ability to fight infection

Encouraging plaque accumulation
Contributing to poor oral hygiene habits

Good daily oral care helps reduce these risks.

Alcohol and Oral Cancer

Heavy alcohol consumption is a well-established risk factor for oral cancer.
The risk is even higher among people who both:

e Drink alcohol heavily
e Use tobacco products

The combination of alcohol and tobacco greatly increases the likelihood of developing
cancers of the:

e Lips
o Tongue



e Floor of the mouth
e Throat
e Other areas of the oral cavity

Regular oral cancer screenings are especially important for people with these risk factors.

Alcohol and Dental Treatment

Alcohol may affect recovery after some dental procedures.

Following extractions or oral surgery, your dentist may recommend avoiding alcohol
because it can:

e Delay healing

e Increase bleeding

e Interact with certain medications
e Irritate healing tissues

Always follow your dentist's postoperative instructions.

How to Reduce the Risk

If you choose to drink alcohol:

Drink water between alcoholic beverages.

Avoid sipping alcoholic drinks over long periods.
Choose beverages with less added sugar when possible.
Brush twice daily with fluoride toothpaste.

Clean between your teeth every day.

e Visit your dentist regularly.

Staying hydrated may also help reduce dry mouth.

Healthier Beverage Choices

For everyday hydration, healthier options include:



o« Water

e Sparkling water without added sugar
e Milk

o Unsweetened tea

These beverages are generally less harmful to teeth than alcoholic drinks.

Common Myths

"Only sugary alcoholic drinks damage teeth."
False.

Even alcoholic drinks without added sugar may contribute to enamel erosion because many
are acidic.

ed wine is harmless because it contains antioxidants.
"Red h less b t t tioxidants."
False.

Although red wine contains antioxidants, it is still acidic and may contribute to tooth
staining and enamel erosion.

"Brushing immediately after drinking alcohol protects my teeth."
False.
If the beverage is acidic, brushing immediately afterward may increase enamel wear.

Wait about 30 minutes before brushing to allow saliva to help neutralize acids.

Key Takeaways

V' Alcohol may contribute to dry mouth, tooth decay, enamel erosion, and gum disease.

V Heavy alcohol consumption increases the risk of oral cancer.



v The combination of alcohol and tobacco significantly increases oral cancer risk.
v Drinking water and maintaining good oral hygiene help reduce alcohol-related risks.
v Wait about 30 minutes before brushing after consuming acidic alcoholic beverages.

v Regular dental examinations and oral cancer screenings are an important part of
preventive care.
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