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Tooth Brushing Made Simple
The Proper Tools Make Feline Dental Care Easy

We spend an abundance of time ensuring the health and beauty of our pearly whites, spending money on dental visits, electric toothbrushes and whitening products to keep our smiles looking their best.  We do all this for ourselves and nothing for our felines’ dental health.  Perhaps we forget that our cats need just as much care as we do because they hide their teeth under fur and whiskers.
Just because we don’t see them every day doesn’t mean that our cat’s chompers are any less important than ours.  The truth is, brushing your cat’s teeth is essential to her good health, and today, feline dental care is easier than it sounds.
Toothbrushes

“We recommend using a feline-specific toothbrush that is small, soft and angled specifically for the feline mouth,” says Nichole Kelly, certified veterinary technician at Raintree Animal Hospital in For Collins, Colo.  “They are inexpensive, and anything to make the process of brushing easier and smoother is worth it.  I would stay away from any finger toothbrushes.”  These rubber brushes, Kelly says, are not safe for your finger nor are the short rubber ridges effective for brushing plaque off of the tooth and gingival surfaces.  In addition, they are often too large to fit into the mouth of a petite feline, which could result in hurting the cat.  The best way to clean your cat’s teeth is by using a feline-specific toothbrush.

Although it’s possible to use a human toothbrush to brush your cat’s teeth, it could cause your cat discomfort.  “Even child toothbrushes are too large for a cat’s mouth,” Kelly says.  “They are not angled properly for feline teeth.  The bristles need to be soft, and human toothbrushes vary in bristle softness.  Trying to brush your cat’s teeth with a large, uncomfortable toothbrush could create a situation that your cat does not enjoy, and she might learn to resent toothbrush time instead of seeing it as a special treat time.”

Toothpaste

The word toothpaste evokes thoughts of minty flavors that leave a fresh, clean feeling in the mouth.  However, some feline toothpastes contain fish and chicken flavors that appeal to a cat’s senses, making brushing more enjoyable.  Only purchase lather-free toothpastes, and never attempt to use a human toothpaste product on a feline.
“The foam that is produced from toothpastes designed for humans can upset your cat’s stomach.” says Judy Karnia, DVM owner of Scottsdale Cat Clinic in Scottsdale, Ariz.  “Also, human toothpaste has fluoride added to it and is not supposed to be swallowed.  We can’t stop a cat from swallowing the toothpaste, so too much fluoride can be ingested, causing toxicity.”

The Benefits of Brushing

Fangs are not the only thing to consider when brushing your cat’s teeth.  Gum disease brought on by a lack of dental care has the potential to open the door to various bacteria that can easily enter kitty’s bloodstream, causing difficulties and problems for various organ systems –including the kidneys and heart.

“A cynical way of looking at it is to brush only the teeth you want to keep,” says Christopher Groos, DVM, at Avondale Veterinary Healthcare Complex in Des Moines, Iowa.  “As soon as kitten teeth emerge, it’s time to start brushing; even though the baby teeth are replaced by adult teeth.  It’s important to get the kitten used to brushing, which continues for life.”

The concept of brushing, however, might leave you in a panic.  You might worry that you’ll be bitten or do irreparable damage to your feline.  The main thing is to relax and take it slow.  We brush our own teeth on a daily basis – sometimes multiple times per day – and have no problems; thus, brushing kitty’s teeth can go just as smoothly as long as you do it correctly.
“Hold the cat’s head in one hand and lift up the upper lip of the cat with the same hand,” says Stephen Riback, DVM, at The Animal Medical Center in New York.  “Use the other hand to direct the brush.  It is easier to brush the outer surface of the teeth than the inner surface of the teeth.  Cats build up more plaque and tartar on the outer surface, so it’s more important to focus on the outer surface of the teeth.  Brushing back and forth is the easiest for most cats; but an up-and-down motion also works well.”

Treats For Teeth

Vitamins work wonders on keeping the immune system healthy and functioning; so it’s no surprise that dental treats made specifically for felines have the ability to keep kitty’s chompers in tip-top shape – when used in accordance with daily brushing, that is.

“I think that dental treats play an important role in a home dental program,” says Renee Rucinsky, DVM, and chief veterinarian at Cat Hospital Eastern Shore in Cordova, Md.  “They usually have a high compliance rate, and for the people who are unable to brush, it’s better than doing nothing.”

Grin and Bear It

“There is no age limit for starting to brush your cat’s teeth,” says Stephanie Globerman, DVM, owner of Paws Whiskers & Claws, The Feline Hospital of  Marietta, Ga.  “In fact, the earlier the better, as kittens are more curious and easily trained to new experiences.”

No more do you have to worry about neglecting kitty’s teeth; simply find the tools that work best for you and your feline, and get scrubbing!
