
Diabetes is a disease in which the 
body does not produce or properly 

use insulin, a hormone required to 
convert starches, sugar and other 
foods into energy. The resulting high 
blood sugar levels adversely affect 
organs in the body. The most common 
complications are cardiovascular (heart 
and blood vessels) disease, nerve, 
kidney and eye damage, skin infection, 
hearing loss and stroke. Diabetes is 
also a risk factor for oral diseases. 

The estimated prevalence of diabetes 
in South Africa is over 9% and it is 
rapidly increasing mainly due to lifestyle 
changes. If you are living with diabetes, 
you need to pay particular attention to 
your oral health.

The clinical signs of oral disease 
commonly seen in diabetic patients are 
given below.

RED, SWOLLEN AND 
BLEEDING GUMS
Bleeding while brushing your teeth is 
usually the first sign of gum disease. 
Plaque and calculus deposits on your 

teeth irritate the gums leading to 
inflammation of the gums also known 
as gingivitis. 

When diabetes is not controlled, 
high glucose levels in your saliva help 
harmful bacteria grow. Thus, in diabetic 
patients, the accumulation of plaque 
and calculus is more rapid and more 
pronounced. This can also cause bad 
breath and tooth decay or cavities. Daily 
brushing with a soft bristle toothbrush, 
flossing and regular cleanings 
(oral prophylaxis) at the dentist is 
recommended to manage the problem.

TOOTH MOBILITY
Failure to remove the plaque and 
calculus deposits on your teeth, may 
lead to the infection spreading from 
the gums and affecting the underlying 
bone. This more advanced stage of 
gum disease is called periodontitis. 
Teeth are housed within the bone, and 
thus, resorption of the bone around a 
tooth can eventually lead to mobility 
of the tooth. The gums may start 
pulling away from the teeth. Pockets 

are formed between the gums and the 
teeth which are favourable situations 
for bacteria to breed leading to further 
bone loss. Gingival abscesses may 
form in people with uncontrolled 
diabetes. The loss of supporting 
structures of tooth may, in some 
instances cause the anterior teeth to 
push forward or protrude affecting 
aesthetics. Extensive bone loss around 
a tooth resulting in severe mobility of 
the teeth can lead to tooth loss.

The advanced stage of gum 
disease (periodontitis) is managed 
by deep cleaning. In severe cases 
of periodontitis, one may require 
gum surgery to be performed by 
a periodontist. 

Research suggests that there is a two-
way relationship between periodontal 
disease and diabetes. We know that 
people with diabetes are more prone 
to periodontal disease, but recent 
studies have shown that management 
of periodontal disease significantly 
improves blood sugar levels in patients 
with diabetes, suggesting that treating 
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periodontal disease could decrease 
insulin requirements.

DRYNESS OF THE MOUTH
One of the most common symptoms of 
diabetes is xerostomia or dry mouth. 
This occurs when your salivary glands 
don’t produce enough saliva to keep 
your mouth moist. This dryness can 
cause tissues in your mouth to become 
inflamed and sore, making tasting, 
chewing and swallowing difficult. 
People with a dry mouth are also 
more prone to develop dental caries. 
Because saliva protects your teeth, 
you’re also at a higher risk of cavities. 
One can reduce the discomfort of dry 
mouth by taking frequent sips of water. 
You can also chew sugarless gum and 

eat healthy, crunchy foods to get saliva 
flowing. Saliva stimulating sprays and 
gels are available over the counter to 
manage xerostomia. Avoid spicy or 
salty foods that may cause pain.

SORE WHITE OR RED PATCHES 
IN THE MOUTH
When you have diabetes, deficient 
saliva in your mouth and extra sugar 
in your saliva allow the fungus in the 
oral cavity to cause an infection called 
candidiasis (thrush), which appears 
as sore white or red areas in your 
mouth. The fungus thrives on the 
higher amount of sugar found in your 
saliva, and it looks like a white layer 
coating your tongue and the insides 
of your cheeks. People who wear 
dentures are also prone to candida 
infection that can result in discomfort 
and ulcers. Good oral hygiene and 
optimal blood glucose levels are critical 
to successfully treating oral thrush. 
Your dentist can treat this condition by 
prescribing antifungal medications.

Given the interrelationship between 
diabetes and oral disease, the medical 
practitioner should play a leading role 
in encouraging diabetic patients to visit 
their dentists regularly and likewise, 
oral health personnel should refer to 
medical personnel when diabetes is 
suspected. Timely diagnosis can prevent 
expensive medical and dental treatment 
and improve quality of life. 

Clinical signs of oral disease in 
diabetic patients (Fig.1)
• red, swollen, and bleeding gums
• gums that have pulled away 

from the teeth
• tooth mobility
• bad breath
• dryness of the mouth
• sore white or red patches in 

the mouth
• tooth decay

Key actions to promote oral health 
in diabetic patients (Fig.2)
• eat healthy
• be physically active
• monitor your blood sugar levels
• practice good oral hygiene 
• see your dentist for regular checkups
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