
 

What Causes Tooth Sensitivity? 

If your teeth hurt when you eat ice cream or drink hot coffee, you're not 
alone. 

Tooth sensitivity is a common dental problem that affects millions of people. It often 
feels like a short, sharp pain when your teeth come into contact with something 
hot, cold, sweet, acidic, or even cold air. 

While occasional sensitivity may not be serious, persistent or worsening sensitivity 
should be evaluated by a dental professional. 

What Is Tooth Sensitivity? 

Under the hard outer layer of your teeth (enamel) is a softer layer called dentin. 
Dentin contains tiny microscopic channels that connect to the nerve inside the 
tooth. 

When enamel wears down or gums recede, these channels become exposed. 
Temperature changes or certain foods can stimulate the nerve, causing pain or 
discomfort. 

Common Causes of Tooth Sensitivity 

1. Worn Tooth Enamel 

Enamel can gradually wear down from: 

• Brushing too hard  
• Using a hard-bristled toothbrush  
• Teeth grinding (bruxism)  
• Acidic foods and drinks  
• Normal wear over time  

As enamel becomes thinner, teeth may become more sensitive. 

2. Receding Gums 



When gums pull away from the teeth, the tooth roots become exposed. 

Unlike the crown of the tooth, the root is not protected by enamel, making it much 
more sensitive to temperature and touch. 

3. Tooth Decay (Cavities) 

A cavity can expose deeper layers of the tooth and cause sensitivity, especially 
when eating sweets or drinking cold beverages. 

Early treatment can help prevent the cavity from becoming larger. 

4. Gum Disease 

Inflamed or receding gums caused by periodontal disease may expose tooth roots 
and increase sensitivity. 

Other signs of gum disease may include: 

• Bleeding gums  
• Swelling  
• Persistent bad breath  
• Loose teeth  

5. Teeth Grinding 

Grinding or clenching your teeth—especially during sleep—can gradually wear 
away enamel and contribute to tooth sensitivity. 

Many people are unaware they grind their teeth until a dentist notices signs of 
wear. 

6. Recent Dental Treatment 

Some people experience temporary sensitivity after procedures such as: 

• Professional cleanings  
• Fillings  
• Teeth whitening  
• Crown placement  

This sensitivity usually improves within a few days or weeks, depending on the 
procedure. 

7. Acidic Foods and Drinks 



Frequent exposure to acidic foods and beverages can weaken enamel over time. 

Common examples include: 

• Soft drinks  
• Sports drinks  
• Citrus fruits  
• Fruit juices  
• Vinegar-based foods  

Enjoy acidic foods as part of a meal rather than sipping or snacking on them 
throughout the day. 

How Can You Reduce Tooth Sensitivity? 

Depending on the cause, these habits may help: 

• Brush gently with a soft-bristled toothbrush.  
• Use fluoride toothpaste.  
• Consider a toothpaste designed for sensitive teeth, if recommended by your 

dentist.  
• Limit frequent consumption of acidic foods and sugary drinks.  
• Clean between your teeth every day.  
• Wear a night guard if you grind your teeth and your dentist recommends 

one.  
• Visit your dentist regularly for preventive care.  

When Should You See a Dentist? 

Schedule a dental appointment if: 

• Sensitivity lasts more than a few days.  
• The pain becomes severe.  
• Only one tooth is affected.  
• You notice swelling or a visible hole in the tooth.  
• Sensitivity interferes with eating or drinking.  

Persistent sensitivity may indicate a cavity, cracked tooth, gum disease, or another 
condition that requires treatment. 

Can Tooth Sensitivity Be Prevented? 

Many cases can be prevented by: 

• Brushing gently twice a day.  
• Using a soft-bristled toothbrush.  



• Cleaning between your teeth daily.  
• Limiting sugary and acidic foods.  
• Wearing a mouthguard if you grind your teeth.  
• Maintaining regular preventive dental visits.  

Key Takeaway 

Tooth sensitivity is often a sign that the protective layers of your teeth or gums 
need attention. Identifying the underlying cause early can help relieve discomfort 
and prevent more serious dental problems. 

Healthy daily habits and regular dental care are the best ways to keep your teeth 
strong and comfortable. 

 

Educational Disclaimer 

This article is provided for educational purposes only and is not a substitute for 
professional dental or medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you experience 
persistent tooth sensitivity, severe pain, swelling, or other concerning symptoms, 
consult a licensed dental professional. 
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