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Periodontal Disease (Gingivitis, Periodontitis)

and healthier without loose, infected teeth, so these extractions 
under anesthesia bring lasting relief.

Many people worry about the risks of anesthesia, especially 
with older pets. Yet older pets are often the ones most in need 
of dental care. A thorough physical examination and laboratory 
tests to identify health problems combined with modern, low-risk 
anesthetics can make safe anesthesia possible for almost any pet. 
The risks are very small compared to the benefits of dental care 
for most pets, even elderly ones.

Depending upon the severity of your pet’s dental disease, your 
veterinarian may prescribe antibiotics before and/or after the dental 
cleaning to control infection in the gums.

In terms of prevention, it is possible to brush a pet’s teeth to 
avoid requiring anesthesia and these types of dental procedures. 
Brushing a pet’s teeth is easily done, especially if begun at an early 
age. A small amount of toothpaste (half a pea size) is placed on 
a child-size toothbrush which, as for people, should be used on 
that individual dog or cat only. Special toothpastes (e.g., chicken 
or liver flavored) are available through veterinarians or online. The 
toothbrush with toothpaste is used for brushing the teeth, using 
small circular motions on the outside surfaces of the upper teeth 
only. About 10 to 20 seconds per side of the mouth is all that is 
needed, daily or every 2 to 3 days.

Pets are like people in the sense that some individuals develop 
plaque and even dental disease very readily, while others seem quite 
resistant. Therefore, there is no “set” need for regular anesthesia 
and dental cleaning procedures. Rather, the need is individualized 
to each dog and cat, and it can be reduced (often to zero) with 
regular brushing before tartar buildup occurs.

DOs
• Give your dog chew toys and treats that promote healthy gums.

Select chew toys made from rubbery material or ropes rather than 
hard ones, which can cause tooth fractures. A list of products that 
have received approval from the Veterinary Oral Health Council 
(a non-profit independent group of board-certified veterinary 
dentists) is available at www.vohc.org.

• Start a home dental care program for your pet. Most pets will
tolerate and even learn to enjoy having their teeth brushed if it 
is introduced gradually and presented as something enjoyable 
that ends with you giving the pet lavish praise and a treat. For 
brushing the teeth, use products made especially for pets, not 
people toothpaste. Ask your veterinarian for information on how 
to introduce toothbrushing to your pet.

DON’Ts
• Don’t give your dog any bones or hooves to chew. Chewing bones

or hooves can cause tooth fractures. Hooves also occasionally 
cause stomach upset or blockage of the esophagus, which 
blocks all food partway on its course from the mouth down to 
the stomach.

WHEN TO CALL YOUR VETERINARIAN
• If your pet has bad breath or seems reluctant to chew hard food

or treats, you should schedule an appointment for a checkup.

SIGNS TO WATCH FOR
Evidence of advanced periodontal disease:
• Tartar on your pet’s teeth or red, swollen gums.
• Foul mouth odor.

ABOUT THE DIAGNOSIS
Dental disease is a very common problem in pets. Over 85% of dogs 
and cats over 4 years old have dental disease. Dogs and cats do 
not commonly get dental caries (“cavities”) similar to those people 
have but they do suffer from tartar buildup and periodontal disease 
(disorders of the periodontium, the structures that support the teeth).

Periodontal disease begins with the formation of plaque, a 
transparent coating on the teeth and gums containing bacteria 
and debris. If plaque is not removed, minerals in chewed food will 
be deposited and hard dental tartar (calculus) forms. The tartar 
causes irritation of the gums and periodontal tissues. Bacteria 
grow around the tartar and under the edge of the gums. These 
bacteria produce substances that gradually dissolve the structures 
that support the teeth. Eventually, deeper and deeper pockets form 
around the teeth, creating dental pain and providing ideal places 
for more bacteria to grow.

Symptoms: The sign that most frequently is apparent is halitosis 
(bad breath). However, dental disease is far advanced by the time 
this occurs. The earliest sign of periodontal disease is red and 
swollen gums, which may be subtle and difficult to notice in many 
dogs and cats. The cheek teeth (teeth on the sides of the mouth, 
rather than the front) are the most frequently affected. Next, tan 
or brown tartar is deposited on the surface of the teeth just above 
the gumline. Unlike plaque (thin and transparent), this tartar is hard 
and permanent, and cannot be removed with brushing. As this 
process worsens, pockets can form in hidden regions under the 
gums and these pockets commonly contain pus. The gums may 
eventually retract, exposing the roots of the teeth. Abscesses may 
form under the teeth, which is uncomfortable or even very painful. 
Finally, the teeth loosen and fall out.

Diagnosis: Your veterinarian can usually detect periodontal disease 
during a routine physical examination, but often the full extent of the 
problem cannot be determined until your pet is under anesthesia. 
The gums around each tooth can then be checked for pockets, 
which would otherwise be painful in an awake state. Radiographs 
(x-rays) may also be needed in some cases to examine the roots 
of the teeth.

LIVING WITH THE DIAGNOSIS
The earliest stage of periodontal disease—red, inflamed gums—is 
reversible. A dental cleaning plus a home dental care plan can restore 
your pet’s teeth to their healthy state and avoid the progression to 
worsening, painful stages of periodontal disease. However, once 
pockets begin to form under the gums, not all the changes can be 
reversed. A pet with irreversible dental disease needs both daily 
at-home care and regularly scheduled veterinary dental cleanings. 
Otherwise, the disease will worsen, and mouth pain may be severe 
and constant.

TREATMENT
A thorough dental cleaning, followed by home dental care, can 
control periodontal disease. The cleaning must be done under 
anesthesia so that all areas can be cleaned and the gums checked 
carefully for pockets. If pockets are present, they are treated during 
the procedure. Deep pockets require periodontal surgery to clean 
them out to the very bottom. Any teeth that are becoming loose need 
to be removed during the procedure. Your pet is more comfortable 
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• Reluctance to chew hard food or treats.
• Loose teeth.

ROUTINE FOLLOW-UP
• If your pet has irreversible gum damage, a consistent home-care

program and frequent dental cleanings by your veterinarian will
be needed to prevent worsening of the condition and ongoing
mouth pain.

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
• Keep in mind that dental disease affects not just the mouth, but

the rest of the body as well. The gum pockets contain bacteria,
and both the bacteria and substances produced by them are
released into the bloodstream each time the pet chews and
are carried to the internal organs such as the heart, kidneys,
and liver. A pet with dental disease often gets a “new lease on
life” after having the dental problem corrected with professional
dental cleaning under anesthesia because both the painful mouth
infection and the harmful substances that circulate in the blood
are eliminated.

Other information that may be useful: “How-To” Client Education 
Sheet:
• How to Brush a Pet’s Teeth

Also available in Spanish.
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