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What are Periodontal Diseases?
Periodontal diseases are chronic bacterial infections that release toxins that 
cause redness and inflammation. This inflammation damages the gums 
and bone supporting the teeth and if left untreated can lead to tooth loss.
Furthermore, this infection can travel throughout the body. In fact, periodontal
diseases have been linked to other inflammatory conditions such as
cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and preterm, low birthweight babies. 

The main cause of periodontal diseases is bacteria in dental plaque, a sticky 
colorless film that constantly forms on the teeth. Plaque buildup can lead 
to the earliest and mildest form of the disease, gingivitis. During this stage, 
gum tissue can swell, turn red, and bleed easily, causing little or no discomfort.
Gingivitis is reversible with professional treatment and good at-home oral
hygiene. Without this care, you put yourself at risk for more severe forms of
periodontal disease. Periodontists are the dental professionals who specialize
in treating periodontal diseases.

Although plaque is the primary cause of periodontal diseases, other factors
can affect the health of your gums and bone supporting your teeth. Tobacco
use, genetics, stress, medications, diabetes, poor nutrition, clenching or 
grinding your teeth, and hormonal fluctuations can increase your chances 
of getting certain kinds of periodontal disease and speed up the progression
of the disease and/or decrease treatment effectiveness. Inform your dentist
or periodontist of any factors that put you at risk, so that subtle changes in
your periodontal health are identified and treated appropriately. If you don’t
know the condition of your periodontal health, ask about it.

This brochure will help you get involved in your periodontal health by providing
a list of symptoms you might experience during hormonal fluctuations and
the answers to some questions you might have. Your dentist or periodontist
will be happy to answer your individual questions during your next appointment.

A smile is the first impression that communicates a person’s

happiness and confidence; if you want to keep that winning

smile out in front, you will want to take special care of what

is behind it – your periodontal health.

Periodontal health is connected to overall health. 

As your health care needs change throughout your life,

during puberty, pregnancy, and menopause, your oral care

needs may change too. Hormonal fluctuations during these

times may affect your gum tissue and the underlying bone

that support your teeth. These changes may increase your

susceptibility to periodontal disease and require you to take

special care of your oral health. 

Taking care of your oral health is an important part 

of your overall health. Learning more about how one 

affects the other will help you actively participate in your

health care decisions.
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Puberty and Menstruation

Puberty
When a young woman enters puberty, the production of sex hormones such
as progesterone and estrogen increase. Studies show that these elevated
hormone levels may cause an increase
in gum sensitivity and lead to a
greater reaction to any irritation,
including food particles and plaque.
During this time, the gums can
become swollen, turn red, and may
feel tender (see Figure 1).

Menstruation
During menstruation, some women may experience menstruation gingivitis.
This condition presents itself during ovulation or premenstruation and may
cause gingival (gum) bleeding, redness or swelling of the gums between the
teeth, sores on the inside of the lip and cheek, a slight burning sensation or
gum discomfort. Menstruation gingivitis typically occurs right before a
woman’s period and clears up once her period has started.

These conditions and symptoms tend to lessen as the amount of sex
hormones decrease. It is important to maintain oral health during these
hormonal fluctuations including at-home oral hygiene and regular professional
dental care, so that the bone and tissues surrounding the teeth are not
damaged. In some cases, periodontal treatment and antimicrobial agents
(including antibiotics) may be recommended to ensure that your periodontal
health is at its best.

Pregnancy

Pregnancy 
There used to be an old wives’ tale that said, “A tooth is lost for every child.”
While it may seem far-fetched, it actually is based loosely on fact. Your teeth
and gums are affected by pregnancy as are other tissues in your body.

Most commonly, women can experience
increased gingivitis, or pregnancy
gingivitis, beginning in the second 
or third month increasing in severity
through the eighth month 
(see Figure 2). During this time, some
women notice swelling, bleeding,
redness or tenderness in the gum tissue.

In some cases, gums swollen by pregnancy gingivitis can react strongly to
local irritants and form a large lump. These growths, called pregnancy tumors

or pyogenic granulomas, are not
cancerous and are generally
painless (see Figure 3). They
usually disappear after
pregnancy, but may require
professional removal by a dentist
or periodontist.

The best way to avoid
periodontal conditions associated with pregnancy is to begin with healthy
gums. If you are thinking about becoming pregnant, you should visit a
periodontist for a comprehensive periodontal evaluation. 

Seeking a Healthy Pregnancy
If you’re pregnant, or planning to become pregnant, you need to know that
your periodontal health can affect the pregnancy and ultimately the health 
of your baby. Studies have shown that any infection, including periodontal 
infection during pregnancy, may put you at significant risk for delivering a
preterm, low birthweight baby. In fact, studies have shown that periodontal
inflammation may play a role in developing preeclampsia, a potentially
deadly condition that affects approximately 5% of U.S. pregnancies. The risk
is too great for you to take a chance, so include periodontal health as part 
of your prenatal care. 

If you are already pregnant and have been diagnosed with periodontal
disease, a simple non-surgical procedure called scaling and root planing may
significantly reduce your chances of having a preterm, low birthweight baby.
Talk to your periodontist about this procedure. A healthy mouth will give you,
and your baby, something to smile about!

Infertility Treatment
Researchers have found that women undergoing infertility treatment and who
are subjected to ovulation induction for more than three menstrual cycles had
higher levels of gingival inflammation and bleeding. 

Since periodontal diseases are chronic bacterial infections, more studies are
needed to examine the possibility that a woman’s periodontal status may
also affect the outcome of infertility treatment. Until more information is
known, meticulous at-home care, professional cleanings, and a periodontal
status update is a practical approach while receiving infertility treatment.

Figure 1 Red and swollen gums 
during puberty

Figure 3 
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Figure 2 Pregnancy gingivitis

Pyogenic granuloma during
pregnancy gingivitis

Figure 1 Photo Credit: Sally J. Cram, D.D.S.
Figure 2 and 3 Photo Credit: Brian Mealey, D.D.S.
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