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Advise the Dos and Don’ts
For Slowing Dental Decay

BY HEIDI SPLETE

Senior Writer

ForT LAUDERDALE, FLA. — The
chronic dry mouth that characterizes Sjo-
gren’s syndrome can accelerate dental de-
cay in approximately 70% of patients with
the disease, Steven J. Kusnick, D.D.S., said
at a meeting sponsored by the Sjogren’s
Syndrome Foundation.

Patients who attempt to manage their
dry mouth symptoms with gum or mints
should be advised to use products that
contain the natural sweetener xylitol in-
stead of looking for ones that are merely
sugar free because the latter won't prevent
tooth decay, said Dr. Kusnick, a general
dentist in private practice in Sunrise, Fla.,
and a specialist in cosmetic and recon-
structive dentistry.

Over-the-counter products that contain
xylitol include Smints, a brand of mints
that stimulate saliva and have xylitol as the
first ingredient, Koolerz gum in any flavor,
and Starbucks gum in peppermint and
cinnamon flavors.

Other tips include reminding patients to
drink water throughout the day, use lip
balm regularly, and avoid smoking and
drinking alcohol. While some patients may
realize they need to avoid acidic juices,
such as orange and grape, many carbonat-
ed drinks, including diet sodas, also contain
acid and should be avoided.

Two prescription salivary substitute
medications—pilocarpine (Salagen) and
cevimeline (Evoxac)—can be an effective
adjunct to lifestyle modifications, but
many patients are deterred by their side ef-
fects, which include flushing, sweating,
and headaches.

Salivary substitutes can interact poorly
with other medications, so physicians
should inquire about all medications before
prescribing them. And since Sjogren’s pa-
tients are predisposed to several specific
conditions—including liver disease and glau-
coma—comorbitities should be thorough-
ly investigated since many are contraindi-
cations for the use of salivary substitutes.

“The earlier we catch a problem, such
as a cavity, the easier it is to treat,” so reg-
ular checkups are key.

Dr. Kusnick also recommends that his
Sjogren’s patients use a standard, non-
whitening toothpaste, rather than any of
the whitening formulas. “Whitening tooth-
pastes have an ingredient that makes teeth
more sensitive. They can also irritate the soft
tissues of the mouth. And they don’t whiten
your teeth that much,” he explained.

Other rules for basic oral health in gen-
eral apply to Sjogren’s patients as well—
floss, and avoid snacks between meals. If
patients snack, remind them to rinse their
mouths with water afterward.

Fluoride varnish can be helpful to pre-
vent decay in high-risk patients, Dr. Kus-
nick noted. In patients with gumline decay,
power toothbrushes can be helpful in get-
ting the fluoride into the gum area. “If
people get a lot of cavities, we give them
fluoride trays to use at home,” he added.

When cavities occur, Dr. Kusnick rec-

ommends crowns rather than standard fillings.
Many Sjogren’s patients complain that their
fillings fall out, and crowns cover the whole
tooth, which makes them more secure. He ad-
vises Sjogren’s patients to avoid dentures.
For more information about managing dry
mouth and a list of additional products with
xylitol, visit the Oral Health Education Foun-
dation Web site at www.ohef.org. m
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