Helping Patients Understand
the Suspected Link Between Gum
Disease and Heart Attack/Stroke

s your health-care providers, we believe that patient education is one of the best ways we can help
Air:u stay healthy. Therelore, we would like to share with you that there is a growing body of research
at suggests that infection from the orsl cavity may increase the risk and complications for a num-
ber of serious diseases and conditions. Heart disease and stroke are among these, Although this research is
relatively new and there are a number of questions which remain unanswered at this time, it does appear
that there may be a link between gum disease and increased risk for heart disease and stroke.
Rescarch o beiter understand the relationship between gum disease and eardisvasculer
disrases such as heart disease and stroke is currently underway. While we wait Tor the
findings of this research, it is important to identify those individuals who may be at greater
risk Tor heart disease or siroke beeause of undingnosed and untreated gum infection. First,
it is lmportant w point out the risk factors for heart disease and stroke which medical re-
search has already identifind

What are the most highly recognized risk factors for heart disease or stroke?”
The American Heart Association has identified certain factors that increase the risk of heart and blood ves-
sel diseases. These include the following:'

* Increasing age * Male gender

+ Family history of premature coronary ariery disease » Tobacen smoke

» [igh blood pressure » High LDL cholesterol
* Low HDL cholesteral * Diabetes

= Obesity and overweight *» Physical inmctivity

& African American sthnieity » Siress

= Alcohol

L

It has been estimated that each year 250,000 sudden deaths from coronary heart disease occur before the
victim reaches the hospital. For many of these victims there was no previous recognition of cardiovascular
diseases:? therefore, it is extremely important that you discuss these risk factors and your specific risk pro-
file with your medical care provider. It is also significant that of the 1.5 million heart attacks and 600,000
strokes that eceur in the US. sach year, almost half will affect people who appear o be healthy with normal
or low cholesteral levels.® As a result, scientists are now searching for other risk factors for hearl disease
and stroke. Whether gum disease s calegorized as a risk fuclor for heart disease and stroke remains un-
determined at this time, So what do we already know about how gom infections may affect cardiovascular
health?

How might gum disease affect cardiovascular health?

Diseases of the heart and blood vessels are most commonly related to thickening of the walls

of arteries, a condition called atherosclerosis, 1t is believed that atherosclerosis results
from damage (o the artery wall that, in turn, results from inflammation within the artery
wall aleng with deposits of fat. The combination of fat deposits and artery wall inflam-
mation leads to the development of an"atherema® or plague.

Part of this infammatory damage is from inlections of various sourees. Many researchers
believe that bacteria from gum infections (illustrated in circle 1) could be one of the infoc-



tigms involved with this injury to the artery wall, Bacter{a cause an inflammatory Hssue response
that allows the baeteria o enter the Blood stream from the gum pockets. Simply potl, when your
gums bleed, a path for bacteria o enter your blood siream is ereated. This bacteria can move
through blood vessels to distunt sites in the body, Including the heart. When this happens the
artery hecomes less elastic and the inside of the artery becomes smaller and smaller (illustrated
in eircle 21, What happens next is small bleod olots may form (illustrated io circle 3} and arteries
get clogged which causes blood fow to be cut off. This results in & heart atinck or stroke depend-
ing on the location of the blosd clot. The role that gum disease plays in this process is an area
of reseurch which is under investigation at this time. In the meantime it is impertent for you 1o
pecognize Uthe following warning signs of gum diseise,”

What are the warning signs of

gpum disease?

o  Gins that Meed during brushing or eating

» Ipereased space that starts te dovelop
hotwisan Lanth

s Gurne that fesl swollen or wender

o (ums that are receding (pulling back from
yiour tesihl

¢  Persistent bad broeath

#  Pos between your teeil ond goms

= Changes in the way vour (eeth fit togather
when you hite

& Sares in your mouth

Yo should discuss warnlng signs of gum
discase and risk Tueiors for heart diseaso
with vour dental- and medical-care pro-
viders, and it 15 recommended that adulis
he evnluated by their dentist or dental
hyglendst for periodontal disease, More
information about gum disease and s re-
lntirmship o eardiovascular disease may
be found on the Web site of the American
Academy of Perindontology, which muy it
aecessed &t wwwperio.org, Mare Informs-
tion on heart disease and stroko may be
areassed from the American Hesrt Associ-
ation al www americanheart.org; the YWelb
site of the Natlonal Heart, Lung and Blood Instiiute st www.ihiblnih, gowindex him: and from
the Amorican College of Cardiology at wesw.acc.org,
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