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The Most Wonderful Time of the Year…

Except Maybe for Your Teeth

A survey sponsored by the American Psychological Association revealed that spending money is the top reason for holiday stress. And with Americans expected to spend approximately $1,000 on holiday gifts alone this year—well, that adds up to a lot of stress. 

But according to the Massachusetts Dental Society (MDS), the strain of the holidays may not only affect your wallets, but it may also have an impact on another unlikely place—your mouth.


 
“Grinding teeth is a common occurrence during times of stress,” says Dr. David Keith, an MDS member and director of facial pain service for Spaulding Rehabilitation Hospital in Boston. “With all the overspending, travel, and family obligations, the holidays are a prime source of stress and, consequently, teeth grinding.” Hardly comfort and joy for many people.
Most cases of teeth grinding, also known as bruxism, occur while sleeping, making many unaware they are even doing it and not making for a silent night. According to the American Dental Association (ADA), people who grind their teeth may wake up with a headache, earache, or toothache. Their facial muscles may be sore and jaw joints tender. Besides causing discomfort, continuous grinding can eventually damage dental restorations and even loosen teeth. In addition, the pressure from clenching or grinding may cause cracks or fractures in teeth.


Based on the severity of your teeth grinding, one or more treatments may be recommended. If stress seems to be the main cause, it may be helpful to find ways to relax such as listening to music, reading a book, or taking a walk. Sometimes applying a warm, wet washcloth to the side of the face may help relax muscles that have become sore from clenching. 

For more severe cases of bruxism, your dentist may suggest a nightguard that can be worn while sleeping. Custom-made by a dentist from soft material to fit your teeth, the nightguard covers the upper or lower teeth to prevent contact with the opposing teeth. As a result, much of the pressure from grinding or clenching is relieved.

 
“In conjunction with a nightguard, I’m a strong advocate of behavioral techniques. This can be as simple as keeping a diary of what a patient is doing every hour on the hour and how his or her jaw is reacting during these activities,” notes Dr. Keith. “This may reveal a pattern of grinding or clenching associated with driving, working at a computer, or preparing for an important business meeting. Once these events are identified, patients can work on ways to reduce their stress.”
For more information on teeth grinding, call the Massachusetts Dental Society at 

(800) 342-8747 or visit www.massdental.org.
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