Helping an Aging Parent Keep Up With
Daily Oral Care

By JoD Later Life - 7 min read

Helping a parent with something as personal as brushing their teeth is a quiet kind of role
reversal. It can feel awkward for both of you, and it often arrives alongside other caregiving tasks
that feel more pressing. Yet daily oral care tends to slip exactly when it matters most — when

mobility, memory, or medication make the mouth harder to keep healthy.

This is a practical guide for family caregivers. It offers general approaches, not instructions for any
one person's health. If you have specific concerns about your parent's mouth, a dentist's in-person
assessment is the right next step.

Start with what has actually changed

Before changing a routine, it helps to understand why it is slipping. The reasons tend to fall into a

few groups, and each points to a different kind of help.
o Physical. Arthritis, a weaker grip, tremor, or limited reach can make brushing and flossing
genuinely difficult, even when the willingness is there.

¢ Cognitive. Memory changes or dementia can mean a step is forgotten, started and
abandoned, or resisted because it feels confusing or alarming.

e Medical. A dry mouth from medication, sore gums, or an ill-fitting denture can make oral care

uncomfortable, so it gets avoided.

Watching a routine once, without taking over, often tells you more than asking. You may see that
the brush is simply too thin to hold, or that your parent stops halfway because they have lost track

of where they were.

Making brushing easier on the hands

When the barrier is physical, small equipment changes can restore a lot of independence — which

is usually what a parent wants most.

¢ A thicker handle is easier to grip. An electric toothbrush often has a chunkier body, and

its motion does some of the work. Alternatively, slipping the handle of a manual brush into a



foam tube or a bicycle grip can help.

¢ A soft-bristled brush is gentler on gums and exposed roots, which become more common
with age.

¢ Floss holders or interdental brushes are far easier to manage than winding floss around
stiff fingers.

Let your parent do as much as they can, and step in only for the parts that have become too hard.
Finishing the areas they miss — often the back teeth and the gumline — is a gentle middle ground

between taking over and leaving gaps.

When memory or dementia is part of the picture

Oral care with cognitive change asks for patience more than technique. A few approaches tend to
help.

Keep to the same time and place each day, so the routine becomes familiar rather than a fresh
negotiation. Break it into small, clear steps and offer one at a time: "Here is your brush," then
"Let's brush the top," rather than a single instruction that holds several actions. Some caregivers
find that brushing their own teeth alongside their parent — so there is something to mirror —

works better than verbal direction.

If there is resistance, it is rarely stubbornness. Discomfort, confusion, or feeling rushed are
common reasons, and a calm, unhurried approach usually goes further than insistence. On a

difficult day, a reasonable brush is better than a battle that ends with none at all.

Dentures, dry mouth, and other common issues

If your parent wears dentures, those need daily attention too. Dentures should be cleaned every
day with a soft denture brush and a cleaner meant for them, not regular toothpaste, which can be
too abrasive. They are usually taken out overnight and kept in water or a soaking solution, and the
gums and tongue underneath still need gentle cleaning. A denture that has started to rub, slip, or
click may need adjusting — worth mentioning at a dental visit rather than enduring.

A dry mouth is one of the most common and most overlooked problems in older adults, often a
side effect of medication. Beyond the discomfort, it raises the risk of decay. Sipping water through
the day helps, and a dentist or physician can suggest saliva products if dryness is persistent. Do

not stop any prescribed medication to address it; raise it with the prescriber instead.

Keeping the whole family's dental care — including a parent's — with one office that treats
patients of every age can simplify the logistics, since appointments and histories live in one place.



A general and family dentistry practice can see a parent and the rest of the household together,

which is one less thing to coordinate.

Signs it is time to call the dental office

Some changes are worth a professional look rather than waiting for the next routine visit.
Consider booking if you notice:

¢ Bleeding, swollen, or sore gums, or a new reluctance to eat.

e Aloose tooth, a broken filling, or a denture that no longer fits.

o A sore or ulcer that does not heal within a couple of weeks.

¢ Persistent bad breath, which can signal an underlying issue.

If getting to appointments is difficult, ask the office what options exist; they can tell you what is
possible for someone with limited mobility. Only an examination can determine what any of these

signs mean for your parent specifically.

Frequently asked questions

How do | help a parent who resists having their teeth brushed?

Resistance usually has a reason — discomfort, confusion, or feeling rushed — so start by looking
for it. Keeping the routine calm, consistent, and broken into small steps helps, as does brushing
your own teeth alongside them to mirror. On a hard day, aim for a reasonable job rather than a

perfect one, and mention ongoing difficulty to the dental office.

What is the best approach to oral care for someone with dementia?

Consistency and simplicity. The same time and place each day, one short instruction at a time,
and a patient pace tend to work better than detailed direction. Doing the routine together, so there
is something to copy, often lands better than telling. If brushing becomes very difficult, a dentist

or hygienist can suggest practical adaptations.

Do dentures still need daily cleaning if they are not natural teeth?

Yes. Dentures collect plaque and food debris and should be cleaned daily with a denture brush
and a cleaner made for them. The gums, tongue, and any remaining teeth underneath still need
gentle cleaning too. A denture that has started to slip or rub is worth having checked rather than

tolerating.

Sources & further reading


https://www.minafamilydentistry.com/services/family-dentistry/

o Canadian Dental Association — Your Oral Health — guidance on daily care, dentures, and gum
health.

¢ Ontario Dental Association — Your Oral Health — patient information for Ontario families.
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