How Bright Do You Want That Smile?*
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In the past few decades, dental hygiene has become more of a center-point for overall health. We now understand that a lot of health related problems can be cut off before they even start, by keeping on top of brushing, flossing and taking care of our teeth. 
But how white do they need to be? Teeth whitening is purely cosmetic, so you might want to find out what works and what doesn’t before you take the plunge.
Not all stains are the same
Most of us start out with sparkling white teeth, thanks to their porcelain-like enamel surface. Tooth enamel is designed to protect the teeth from the effects of chewing, gnashing, trauma and acid attacks caused by sugar. But over the years enamel is worn down, becoming more transparent and permitting the yellow color of dentin — the tooth’s core material — to show through.

During routine chewing, dentin remains intact while millions of micro-cracks occur in the enamel. These cracks easily get filled up with excess debris, allowing stains to form. As a result, the teeth eventually develop a dull, lackluster appearance. 

Stains that appear on the surface of the teeth can be a result of drinking dark-colored beverages (coffee and cola), foods (blueberries and carrots), smoking, and routine wear and tear. Poor hygiene and even good hygiene can cause stains when you miss small areas with your toothbrush.
More stubborn stains are on the interior of teeth and result from trauma, aging, exposure to minerals during tooth formation (from drugs like tetracycline) and/or excessive ingestion of fluoride. Also, teeth grinding can add to micro-cracking in the teeth and can cause the biting edges to darken.
What about my dental work?
While most whitening products are completely safe to use, they can harm dental work, if you don’t use them properly. Bridges, crowns, veneers, implants, and bonding will not change color regardless of the method you use. The best plan of action in this case is to have them redone or coated. Your gums may also suffer.

Options – from trays to toothpaste
Three major teeth whitening options are available today. All three rely on varying concentrations of peroxide and varying application times. 

In-Office Whitening
While the most expensive of the options, significant color change in a short period of time is the major benefit of in-office whitening. A relatively high-concentration peroxide gel is applied to the teeth by the dentist or trained technician after the gums have been protected. It remains on the teeth for several minutes. Those with particularly stubborn staining may have to return for one or more additional bleaching sessions, or may need to continue with a home-use whitening system. 

Professionally Dispensed Take-Home Whitening Kits 

Many dentists are of the opinion that professionally dispensed take-home whitening kits can produce the best results over the long haul. Take-home kits incorporate an easy-to-use lower-concentration peroxide gel that remains on the teeth for an hour or longer (sometimes overnight). The lower the peroxide percentage, the longer it may safely remain on the teeth. The gel is applied to the teeth using custom-made bleaching trays that resemble mouth guards.
Over-the-Counter Whitening 
As the least expensive and most convenient of the teeth whitening options, over-the-counter bleaching involves the use of a store-bought whitening kit, featuring a bleaching gel with a concentration lower than that of the professionally dispensed take-home whiteners. The gel is applied to the teeth via one-size-fits-all trays, whitening strips or paint-on applicators. In many cases this may only whiten a few of the front teeth unlike custom trays that can whiten the entire smile.

What about toothpaste?

If you really want to give your teeth that bright, white glow, you'll have to look elsewhere. Whitening toothpastes are designed to remove surface stains from your teeth. As a result, they may lighten your teeth only slightly. They contain gentle polishing or chemical agents that can help remove surface stains only; they cannot change the natural color of your teeth. 
How long do the whitening effects last?

Whitening is not permanent. People who eat foods and drink beverages that cause staining may see the whiteness start to fade in as little as one month. Those who avoid these foods and beverages may be able to wait one year or longer before another whitening treatment or touch-up is needed. The degree of whiteness will vary from individual to individual depending on the condition of the teeth, nature of the stain, the type of bleaching system used, and for how long.

Are there risks?
The two side effects that occur most often are a temporary increase in tooth sensitivity and mild irritation of the soft tissues of the mouth, particularly the gums. Tooth sensitivity often occurs during early stages of the bleaching treatment. Tissue irritation most commonly results from an ill-fitting mouthpiece tray rather than the tooth-bleaching agent. Both of these conditions usually are temporary and disappear within 1 to 3 days of stopping or completing treatment.

Your best course of action? 
So you’ve decided teeth whitening is for you...Talk to your dentist to find out what he/she recommends for your particular situation. This ensures you’ll get the best value for your money with the least amount of risk.
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