
Mouthwash: Do You Really 
Need It? 
Understanding When Mouthwash Helps—

and When It Doesn't 

What Is Mouthwash? 

Mouthwash, also called a mouth rinse, is a liquid oral hygiene product used to reduce 
bacteria, freshen breath, strengthen teeth, or help manage certain oral conditions. 

While mouthwash can be a helpful addition to your oral hygiene routine, it does not 
replace brushing and cleaning between the teeth. The foundation of good oral health 
remains brushing twice daily with fluoride toothpaste, cleaning between the teeth every 
day, and visiting your dentist regularly. 

 

Do You Need Mouthwash? 
For many healthy individuals with good oral hygiene, mouthwash is optional. 

Some people may benefit from using a mouthwash if they have: 

• A high risk of cavities 
• Early gum disease (gingivitis) 
• Persistent bad breath 
• Dry mouth 
• Braces or orthodontic appliances 
• Difficulty brushing or flossing effectively 

The best choice depends on your individual oral health needs. 

 

Types of Mouthwash 
Fluoride Mouthwash 
Fluoride mouth rinses help strengthen tooth enamel and reduce the risk of cavities. 



They may be recommended for: 

• People with frequent cavities 
• Individuals wearing braces 
• People with dry mouth 
• Patients at high risk for tooth decay 

Fluoride mouthwash should be used in addition to, not instead of, fluoride toothpaste. 

 

Antiseptic Mouthwash 
Antiseptic mouthwashes help reduce bacteria that contribute to plaque, gingivitis, and bad 
breath. 

Common active ingredients include: 

• Cetylpyridinium chloride (CPC) 
• Essential oils 
• Chlorhexidine (prescription only) 

These products may help reduce bacterial levels but cannot remove plaque that is already 
attached to the teeth. 

 

Cosmetic Mouthwash 
Cosmetic mouthwashes primarily: 

• Freshen breath 
• Improve taste 
• Temporarily reduce mouth odor 

They do not treat the underlying causes of gum disease or tooth decay. 

 

Dry Mouth Mouthwash 
Specially formulated mouth rinses designed for dry mouth may help: 

• Lubricate oral tissues 
• Improve comfort 



• Reduce irritation 

Many are alcohol-free to avoid further drying of the mouth. 

 

Alcohol-Free vs. Alcohol-Containing 
Mouthwash 
Many mouthwashes are available in alcohol-free formulations. 

Alcohol-free products may be preferable for: 

• Children (when appropriate) 
• People with dry mouth 
• Individuals with sensitive oral tissues 
• Those who prefer to avoid alcohol-containing products 

Both alcohol-containing and alcohol-free products can be effective depending on their 
intended purpose. 

 

What About Chlorhexidine? 
Chlorhexidine is a prescription antimicrobial mouth rinse sometimes recommended for 
short-term treatment of gum disease or after certain dental procedures. 

It can help reduce bacteria but may also cause temporary side effects such as: 

• Tooth staining 
• Changes in taste 
• Increased tartar formation 

Because of these effects, chlorhexidine should be used only as directed by a dental 
professional. 

 

How to Use Mouthwash Correctly 
Always follow the instructions provided on the product label or by your dentist. 



General recommendations include: 

• Measure the recommended amount. 
• Swish for approximately 30–60 seconds. 
• Spit out the rinse. 
• Do not swallow mouthwash. 

Some fluoride rinses work best when you avoid eating or drinking for about 30 minutes 
after use. 

 

Can Mouthwash Replace Brushing? 
No. 

Mouthwash cannot remove dental plaque from tooth surfaces. 

Only brushing and cleaning between the teeth physically remove plaque and food debris. 

Mouthwash should be considered a supplement to—not a substitute for—daily oral 
hygiene. 

 

Are Mouthwashes Safe for Children? 
Not all mouthwashes are appropriate for young children. 

Because children may accidentally swallow mouthwash, it should only be used: 

• According to the manufacturer's age recommendations 
• Under adult supervision 
• If recommended by a dental professional 

Fluoride mouth rinses may be recommended for some older children who are at increased 
risk for cavities. 

 

Common Myths 
"Mouthwash can replace brushing." 



False. 

Mouthwash cannot remove plaque attached to teeth. 

 

"If my breath smells fresh, my mouth is healthy." 

False. 

Fresh breath does not necessarily mean your teeth and gums are healthy. 

 

"The stronger the burning sensation, the better the mouthwash works." 

False. 

A burning sensation does not indicate that a product is more effective. 

Many effective mouthwashes are alcohol-free and produce little or no burning. 

 

Tips for Choosing a Mouthwash 
Choose a product based on your oral health needs: 

• Cavity prevention: Fluoride mouthwash 
• Gingivitis: Antiseptic mouthwash (if recommended) 
• Dry mouth: Alcohol-free moisturizing rinse 
• Bad breath: Antibacterial or cosmetic rinse, depending on the cause 

If you are unsure which mouthwash is appropriate for you, ask your dentist. 

 

Key Takeaways 
✔ Mouthwash can be a helpful addition to your oral hygiene routine. 

✔ It does not replace brushing and cleaning between the teeth. 

✔ Fluoride mouthwash helps strengthen enamel and reduce cavities. 



✔ Antiseptic mouthwashes may help reduce bacteria and gingivitis. 

✔ Alcohol-free mouthwashes are available and may be preferable for some individuals. 

✔ Choose a mouthwash based on your individual oral health needs. 
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