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     Home Dental Care
            Can you imagine how nasty your mouth would be if you never brushed your teeth? Since pets’ teeth are usually not brushed daily, it doesn’t take long for plaque and tartar accumulation to result in dental problems. Dental disease is the most common problem seen in our pet population today; approximately 70% of all dogs and cats over the age of 3 years are affected by dental problems. Owners are many times not aware there is any problem until an exam by the veterinarian reveals it. Dental disease can cause bad breath, gingivitis, lost teeth, and difficulty eating. Bacterial infections in the mouth can spread through the bloodstream to the kidneys, heart, and other organs. Dental disease can be very unhealthy and painful for a pet, affecting the pet’s overall attitude and lifespan.


To prevent dental problems, regular dental home care is very helpful for your pets. It is best to begin home care early during puppy or kittenhood, but it is never too late.  If the pet already has visible tartar build-up on its teeth, home care efforts will be useless until the teeth are professionally cleaned. Professional teeth cleaning consists of putting the pet under light general anesthesia, scaling the tartar build-up off the teeth and then polishing the teeth. Once there is a good “clean palette” to work with, your efforts at home care can make a real difference. 

There are several options available for pet home dental care; choosing a method to use depends on the disposition of the pet. The best method of home care is daily tooth brushing. Most pets can learn to tolerate this or even like it! (see instructions at the end of the page) Pet toothpaste comes in meaty flavors that many dogs like, and there are different toothbrushes to choose from. It only takes 1 to 2 minutes daily to brush their teeth; if you cannot do it daily, but at least 3 times weekly, you will be helping the pet tremendously. 

Dental rinses are another route to go with dental care. Daily use reduces the amount of bacterial growth on the teeth. It is easier to do than brushing; you just insert the spout into each corner of the pet’s mouth and squirt a little of the rinse into the mouth. You can then massage or rub the cheeks against the teeth and you’re done. Rinses can alone be used on pets that don’t tolerate brushing, or can be done after brushing. 


Finally, other products in the dental care arsenal include special rawhide chews (CET Hextra chews), toys, and dental foods (Science Diet T/D) all made to help reduce tartar on teeth. We strongly recommend AGAINST allowing pets to chew on “real” bones (butcher bones, etc) because they are the #1 cause of fractured teeth in dogs. Whichever route an owner chooses, it is beneficial to do home care for their pet’s mouth. It is important to know that some breeds are more prone to tartar buildup and severe dental problems: This includes all Toy dog breeds (Poodles, Chihuahuas, Yorkies, Dachshunds), and others including Greyhounds, Collies, and Bassett Hounds. Dental problems may be more prone in certain breeds but affects others on an individual basis. Also important for owners to know is that even though dry food is fed to a pet doesn’t mean it won’t build up tartar on its teeth. The best outcome for your pet’s oral health is attained with you putting forth a little effort at home. 

How to Brush Your Pet’s Teeth

(Note: How long it will take to progress from one step to the next will depend on the pet)

Step 1 – Slowly acquaint your pet with mouth care


Gathering supplies—Your choice of pet toothbrush (you can also use a washcloth or piece of gauze) and pet toothpaste. You 
should not use human toothpaste.

Using your hand, gently open the pet’s mouth and run your finger around his or her lips, lifting the lips, etc.  This should 
begin for just 30 seconds the first time and progressing to a couple of 
minutes as the pet allows it. Reward your pet with a small 
treat or play time at the end of each session  (NO “people food” please).
Step 2 – Introducing toothbrush or washcloth (Without toothpaste)


This week, use either a wet washcloth or piece of gauze wrapped around your index finger, or a wet toothbrush on the teeth. Lift the lips.  Massage the outer surfaces only of upper and lower teeth using a back-and-forth motion.  Do this for 30 seconds on the first day, progressing up to a couple of minutes.

Step 3 – Add toothpaste, Extend brushing time


Now add ¾” strip of toothpaste to your brushing “instrument” and brush the outer surfaces only of upper and lower teeth in a back and forth motion. You should be able to complete the brushing within 1 to 2 minutes.
Helpful Tips:


*Don’t rush the process or else the pet may become resistant.


*Always treat at the end of each session, making it enjoyable. Give lots of verbal praise, a small treat, or a play time.

*If your pet shows any indication of aggression (growling, bearing teeth, biting, scratching, etc.) stop immediately.  Call the hospital for further professional advice.


*NEVER use human toothpaste.  It is common for human toothpaste to cause stomach problems and vomiting.


*Cleaning at home will reduce the frequency of professional care needed.  Your pet will still need to go to the veterinarian for professional cleanings just like we do; the frequency depends upon the individual pet’s mouth and the amount of home care an owner can do effectively.

