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O
NLINE MEETINGS 
h a v e  b e c o m e 
such a big part of 
our working lives 
that we’ve rightly 
become more self-
conscious about 
the state of  our 

teeth when smiling at the camera. This 
has also given many of us an opportu-
nity to pause and reflect on the impact 
of our lifestyles, both inside and out. 

WHAT IS TOOTH WEAR?
When the outer tooth surface is lost due 
to mechanical or chemical activity in 
the mouth, this is known as tooth wear 
and it’s an increasingly common prob-
lem. Teeth can simply dissolve away or 
wear down to varying extents as time 
passes. This contrasts with gum disease 
and tooth decay, which are caused by 
bacteria in the mouth.

WHY IS TOOTH WEAR A 
GROWING CONCERN?
Dental health surveys in the UK over 
the past 30 years show gum disease 
and tooth decay appear to be decreas-
ing in society. Tooth wear, however, 
is on the increase, with almost three 
quarters of adults and more than 
half of children assessed having 
some form of tooth wear.

As people live longer and 
diets change, teeth are being 
challenged in myriad new 
ways. For example, while 
our diets may be good for 
our medical health, they 
may be detrimental to our 
dental health and can have 
a significant impact, as they 
often contain high levels of 
acidic food and drink, such as 
fruit juices and sparkling drinks. 
Sports drinks have also become 
more popular and are high in 
acidic content. 

Stressful lifestyles and eating 
disorders can also increase tooth 
wear through tooth grinding and 
stomach acid reflux. Increased lev-

els of tooth wear are also seen in those 
who ingest higher than normal levels of 
alcohol or recreational drugs.

WHAT HAPPENS AS TEETH 
WEAR?
To be clear, everyone experiences some 
tooth wear due to the normal use of 
their teeth. However, it can become 
a real problem if the level of wear 
becomes much more significant. Due 
to one or more of the causes mentioned 
below, teeth can become unattractive, 
short as well as rough or sensitive. Even 
chewing or speaking can become a 
problem, and some people also experi-
ence jaw and muscle ache.

WHAT CAUSES TOOTH WEAR?
Erosion, attrition and abrasion are the 
three distinct causes of tooth wear.

Erosion may be a result of consuming 
acidic foods and drinks (such as fruits 
and juices, sparkling drinks, alcohol, 
sports drinks) or having stomach acid 
reflux (for example due to hiatus her-
nia, bulimia, pregnancy sickness).

Attrition describes the contact 
of opposing or neighbouring teeth 
over and above normal use, as seen 

in patients who generally clench and 
grind their teeth at night, which is often 
linked to a stressful lifestyle.

Abrasion involves excessive rubbing 
away of the outer enamel and the inner 
dentine. 

Vigorous tooth brushing, a coarse 
diet, and even ceramic crowns rub-
bing against natural teeth are among 
possible causes.

More often than not, tooth wear is 
multi-factorial — that is, due to a com-
bination of causes — and unravelling 
this complexity is key to successful 
management.

HOW DO YOU MANAGE TOOTH 
WEAR?
In my practice, and after more than 
three decades of looking after patients 
presenting with tooth wear, we use an 
evidence-based holistic approach for 
comprehensive care, and advice may 
also be sought from dental or medical 
colleagues in related specialties. 

Early diagnosis is important so that 
simpler treatment, including preven-
tion and monitoring, can be provided 
wherever possible. 

Preventative advice is based on three 
areas: lifestyle, diet and one’s oral 
healthcare regime at home. 

On occasion, more complex treat-
ment can be necessary to restore a 

pleasing appearance and satisfactory 
function.

Professor Andrew Eder is a spe-
cialist in restorative dentistry 
and prosthodontics at the Har-
ley Street Dental and Implant 
Clinic, a specialist private 
dental practice in central 
London. He is also emeritus 
professor and honorary con-
sultant in restorative dentistry 

at the UCL Eastman Dental 
Institute. 

If you are concerned that your 
teeth may be wearing, speak 
to your own dentist in the first 
instance, or contact Professor 
Eder for more information: 

andreweder.co.uk; andrew@
andreweder.co.uk; 020 7486 7180
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Enabling you to live 
well for as long as possible.
St John’s Hospice provides quality, holistic care 
to people living with life-limiting illnesses and 
their families across North London.

Call us today to find out how we can support you.

Registered charity in England and Wales (235822).
St John’s Hospice is part of the charitable St John & St Elizabeth Hospital. 

020 7806 4040
www.stjohnshospice.org.uk
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