Boning Up on Osteoporosis
and Your Oral Health
Osteoporosis is a serious disease affecting millions of people, most over
the age of 50. Characterized by low bone mass and structural deterioration of bone tissue, osteoporosis leads to weakening of the bones and an
increased risk of developing fractures, especially of the hip, spine, and
wrist, although any bone can be affected, according to the National
Osteoporosis Foundation (NOF).
The disease afflicts more than 10 million Americans, with 80 percent
(or 8 million) of those being women. And while it is often thought of as
an older person’s ailment, osteoporosis can strike at any age. What’s
more, people may not even be aware that they have the disease until it’s
too late. Bone loss occurs without symptoms, as the bones become so
weak that a sudden strain, bump, or fall causes them to fracture or
vertebrae to collapse, resulting in excruciating pain and a visit to the doctor’s
office or emergency room.
But a trip to the dentist may help diagnose this “silent disease” before
any damage is done, since early signs of oral health problems, such as
tooth loss and gum disease, can often raise a flag for your dentist to
suspect osteoporosis, according to a 2004 study published in General
Dentistry, the publication of the Academy of General Dentistry.
Early signs of osteoporosis can often be seen in a patient’s
mouth, according to the study’s author. If the dentist observes
that some teeth are loose, the gums are not attached to the
teeth, and any dentures are not fitting properly, dental X-rays
may be taken to confirm the diagnosis. If the X-rays
reveal a decrease in the density of the jawbone and bone
around the teeth, as well as the remaining part of the jaws,
then osteoporosis may be likely. The patient would then be
referred to his or her physician for confirmation of the
diagnosis with a bone mineral density test.
The best defense against developing osteoporosis in
later life is to build strong bones during childhood
and adolescence. But there are a few steps, according to the NOF, that can optimize bone health and
help prevent osteoporosis:
• A balanced diet rich in calcium
and vitamin D
• Weight-bearing and
resistance-training exercises
• A healthy lifestyle with no smoking
or excessive alcohol intake
• A discussion with a health care
professional about bone health
• Bone density testing and medication,
when appropriate

There is no cure for osteoporosis, but physicians may prescribe antiresorptive medications, also known as oral bisphosphonates, to prevent and/or treat the disease. Some examples
of this kind of drug include alendronate (Fosamax®), risedronate
(Actonel®), and ibandronate (Boniva®). However, in the last two years,
some media reports have linked the use of bisphosphonates with the
development of osteonecrosis of the jaws (ONJ).
ONJ is a rare but potentially serious condition that can cause severe
destruction of the jawbones, according to the American Dental Association (ADA). Most cases of ONJ have been seen in patients with cancer
who receive treatment with intravenous bisphosphonates, which absorb
differently from oral bisphosphonates, says the ADA.
Further, it is estimated that alendronate may reduce the risk of experiencing a hip fracture in patients with osteoporosis by 40 percent, so the
benefits of taking oral bisphosphonates are certainly to be taken into
consideration. Given the risks associated with osteoporosis and the benefits of oral bisphosphonate therapy, it’s in your best interest to speak
with your physician to determine whether bisphosphonates are right for
you. However, you should never, under any circumstances, stop taking the
medication without talking to your doctor. Your doctor may recommend
that you continue receiving oral bisphosphonate treatment despite the
slight risk of developing ONJ.
If you are taking an oral bisphosphonate, make sure to let your
dentist know. Some dental procedures, such as extractions, may
increase your risk of developing ONJ, according to the ADA. And
make sure to visit your dentist regularly for checkups and maintain good oral hygiene (brush and floss regularly) to make sure
your gums and jawbones are healthy, which will decrease
your risk of developing ONJ.
Meanwhile, the dental and medical communities are
continuing to study ways to prevent and treat
osteonecrosis of the jaws to ensure the safest result
for dental patients taking bisphosphonates. o

For more information on your
oral health, contact the
Massachusetts Dental Society
at (800) 342-8747 or visit our
Web site at www.massdental.org.
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