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Q&A with Dr. Jeff: What’s the deal with wisdom teeth

If your dentist recommends wisdom teeth removal surgery, you probably have many
questions. My teeth don’t hurt, so why do | need them removed? What if | choose to delay the
procedure? How many days will | need to recover?

Here, Dr. Jeffrey Chaffin, Chief Dental Officer at Delta Dental of lowa, helps boost your
knowledge on wisdom teeth in this Q&A.

Q: Why are wisdom teeth removed?

Dr. Chaffin: It’s important to know that not all wisdom teeth have to be removed. For some,
the wisdom teeth may erupt into the mouth normally and be fully functional - but that is rare.
Many wisdom teeth erupt into the mouth partially and/or at strange angles. When this
happens, it’s very difficult to properly clean the teeth over a lifetime, and these mispositioned
teeth can cause problems like infections. That’s why providers recommend removing those
teeth.

Q: How do | know if my wisdom teeth need to be removed?

Dr. Chaffin: Your dentist will help guide you in these decisions, but for most, the removal of
wisdom teeth is elective and not emergent (that is, it’s a voluntary procedure and not one
that is urgently needed to protect your health). Dental X-rays help monitor the development
of the wisdom teeth and their eruption through the gum line.

If you experience pain and infection in the eruption area, those wisdom teeth will need to be
removed sooner versus later. When these teeth erupt, they are often covered with some gum
tissue that may be infected. This local infection will often clear up with treatment, but will
also often return because of the difficulty to properly clean the area.

Given this information, many choose to have wisdom teeth removed earlier, as there are
fewer surgical complications for younger people compared to older adults. When wisdom
teeth are removed earlier in life, the wisdom tooth roots may not be fully developed and the
jawbone may be less dense, making both removal and healing easier. Delaying these
extractions until later in life can result in slower healing and a higher percentage of post-
surgical complications.



O DELTA DENTAL May 2023

Q: How should | prepare for my wisdom teeth removal procedure?

Dr. Chaffin: The preparation for the tooth removal depends on whether you are having local
anesthesia or a form of sedation (eg, you’re “asleep” during the procedure). Local anesthesia
does not require anything special in terms of your procedure preparation. But most people
choose sedation for comfort, and you can’t have anything to eat or drink 8 hours prior to
your surgery with this form of anesthesia.

Q: What can | expect during my wisdom teeth removal procedure?

Dr. Chaffin: Because most patients have their wisdom teeth removed under sedation, you will
be unaware of most of the wisdom teeth removal experience. The dental team will focus on
making you comfortable, and monitoring equipment will be used for your safety. The
surgeon will also use a local anesthesia, so your extraction areas (and likely most of your
mouth and lips) will be numb for much of the day after surgery.

Q: Are there any risks or complications associated with wisdom teeth removal?

Dr. Chaffin: There are risks with any surgery, and your dental provider will go into detail on
those risks. The main risk for the upper wisdom teeth is a communication between the
extraction site and the sinus, as the sinus is just above the nerve roots of those teeth. If this
happens, the dental team will provide appropriate treatment and this normally heals nicely,
but you may need to avoid blowing your nose for a few days following surgery.

For the lower teeth, one major risk is numbness of the lower lip. There is a nerve that feeds
the lower lip, chin and tongue under the wisdom teeth. Your surgeon will talk about this, and
X-rays will show how close the nerve is to those teeth. Both the sinus exposure and nerve
issue are possible complications, but they are rare.

Q: What are some tips to ensure a smooth recovery from a wisdom teeth extraction?

Dr. Chaffin: You will want to maintain a low profile for a few days after the teeth have been
removed. Rest is important, along with following the post-operative instructions provided by
your dental team. The general recovery period is three to five days, but you could have some
discomfort for a week or two.

Q: What happens if | avoid having my wisdom teeth removed?

Dr. Chaffin: Some people do choose a wait-and-see approach to their wisdom teeth. This
can work for some, but you need to understand the risk associated with waiting. If wisdom
teeth must be removed later in life, the post-surgery healing often takes longer and the
complication rate is higher.

If you’re hesitant about having your wisdom teeth removed, it’'s important you have a frank
and open discussion about your concerns with your dentist. Any surgery can seem scary -
and there are risks with all surgeries - but there are also risks in delaying needed treatment.



O DELTA DENTAL May 2023

The link between oral health and Lyme disease

The warmer months are an optimal time for lowans to get out and enjoy the best outdoor
activities the state has to offer, including hikes, camping and bike rides. But when you’re
outside, don’t forget to protect yourself from tick bites. Deer ticks can spread Lyme disease,
which can pose several health problems - including to your oral health.

Lyme disease is passed through a bite from a tick that is infected with a bacteria. If you have
been bitten by a tick and are concerned you may have Lyme disease, knowing the early
symptoms will help you determine whether a call to your doctor is in order.

Oral health symptoms of Lyme disease

In 2021, the lowa Department of Public Health reported 356 cases of Lyme disease in the
state.! People with Lyme disease may experience an array of symptoms. Oral health
symptoms might not be the first thing you consider when you think of Lyme disease, but
some symptoms of early Lyme disease appear in your teeth and mouth, such as:

e Tooth pain that you can’t point back to a cavity, infection or other teeth problems
e Jaw pain
¢ Weakness and numbness in your face, usually affecting only one side

Other hallmark symptoms of early Lyme disease include a rash at the tick bite site that
eventually begins to look like a bull’s eye. This rash is one of the most common symptoms
people experience, with 60-80% of people with Lyme disease reporting a rash.?2 Other early
symptoms include headache, fatigue, and muscle and joint pain.

[t’s important to not ignore these early symptoms of Lyme disease, as getting on antibiotics
for Lyme disease soon after exposure can usually fully treat the infection. Without treatment,
Lyme disease can lead to significant nerve-related problems, including paralysis, mood
changes, and meningitis (swelling of the membranes covering the brain and spinal cord) and
encephalitis (swelling of the brain).

Keeping yourself safe this spring and summer

Ticks are most active during warmer weather. The best way to prevent tick bites and Lyme
disease is by avoiding wooded or grassy areas. If you are in an area that attracts ticks, the
following precautions may help limit your risk for tick bites and Lyme disease:

1. Spray yourself, your clothes and gear with insect repellent. Children (but not infants)
should also use insect repellent made for kids.

2. Wear long-sleeved shirts and long pants that are tucked into your socks or footwear.

3. Walk in the center of trails, away from grassy or wooded areas.

4. After being in a tick area, check yourself and everyone with you (including pets) for
ticks. Pay special attention to the scalp, back of the knee, back of the neck and armpit
areas - ticks tend to favor these areas.

5. If you find a tick, remove it as soon as you discover it. Safely remove the tick by using
tweezers to grip the tick at its mouth, not its body. Pull away from your body, and
clean and disinfect the bite site.

6. When you’re ready to come indoors, change your clothes and shower.
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Spending time outside is a great way to stay healthy. When you know the early symptoms of
Lyme disease and keep these preventive measures in mind, ticks don’t have to spoil a great
spring and summer in lowa.
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