
  
 

 

 
 

 
   

 
  

  

  

   
 

 
 

   
   
    
   

 
 

   

   
   

 
  
  

  
 

 

  
  

  
 

  
 

 

The following article features consumer information from Columbia University College of 
Dental Medicine. All information is intended for your general knowledge only and is not a 
substitute for medical advice or treatment for specific medical conditions. Talk to your 
doctor about what is best for you. 

Treatment of periodontal (gum) disease 

Gum (or periodontal) disease is caused by bacteria that attach to the teeth next to the 
gums. The gums become inflamed. This begins a process that can destroy the soft tissue 
and bone supporting the teeth. Almost half of U.S. adults have some gum disease and 
about one in ten adults have severe periodontitis. 

If left untreated, gum disease can lead to tooth loss. Depending on the stage of gum 
disease, treatment ranges from a thorough cleaning to surgery. 

You and your dental care team can stop gum disease from getting worse. These efforts 
can prevent further tissue damage. The main goals of periodontal treatment are to: 
• Destroy the bacteria that cause gum disease 
• Control inflammation to protect the gums and jawbones that hold teeth in place 
• Create and maintain a healthy environment in the mouth 

Treatment of gingivitis 

The earliest stage of gum disease is gingivitis. Your gums may be red or puffy. They may 
bleed when you brush or floss. 

At this stage, gum disease often can be reversed. If not, treatment at least will usually 
stop it from getting worse. This prevents major damage to soft tissue or bone. 

Treatment of gingivitis includes: 
• Cleanings in a dental office 
• Brushing and flossing at home 

Your dentist also may prescribe an antiseptic rinse such as chlorhexidine to control the 
growth of bacteria. 

Treatment of early periodontitis 

Some people develop a more advanced stage of gum disease. This is known as 
periodontitis. "Pockets" develop between the gums and the teeth. At this point, the 
disease can begin to destroy the tissue that anchors the teeth in the jawbones. 

Periodontitis usually requires more aggressive treatment than gingivitis. Your dentist 
probably will refer you to a periodontist (a gum specialist). Any damage caused by 
periodontitis can't be reversed. But treatment and good home care can bring the disease 
under control. 
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The first step is scaling and root planing. This is a deep cleaning technique. Scaling 
removes plaque and tartar from under the gum line. Root planing smooths any bumps or 
rough areas on the tooth roots. This helps to prevent plaque build-up on the roots. 
Some people may need another type of cleaning before scaling and root planing. This is 
called debridement. It is used to remove a heavy build-up of plaque and 
tartar. Chlorhexidine rinses have also been found to be helpful in reducing periodontal 
pockets in combination with scaling and root planing. 

Treatment of moderate or advanced periodontitis 

Pockets around teeth grow deeper. Teeth may become loose. More intense treatment is 
needed to bring the disease under control and prevent more damage. 

Treatment at these stages of periodontitis may include: 
•	 Antibiotic gels or powders applied to the periodontal pockets in affected areas of 

the mouth 
•	 Laser treatments to kill bacteria in the pockets around teeth 
•	 Surgery to the gums, bone or both, to remove inflamed tissue, repair damage, 

protect roots and prevent tooth loss 
•	 Extraction of teeth that can't be saved 

Maintenance treatment 

Periodontal disease is a chronic (long-lasting) problem. Once under control, it can come 
back. The main aim of maintenance care is to reduce the chance that this will happen. 
Maintenance usually includes two to four dental visits a year. 

You'll need the most visits if you: 
•	 Have severe gum disease 
•	 Have disease that tends to come back 
•	 Are a smoker 
•	 Have poor brushing and flossing habits 
•	 Take certain medicines 
•	 Have certain diseases 

If your disease does return, it is likely to be less severe if you have received regular care. 
At home, pay careful attention to brushing and flossing. 

Last updated: 05-01-23 
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Aetna is the brand name used for products and services provided by one or more of 
the Aetna group of companies, including Aetna Life Insurance Company and its 
affiliates (Aetna). 

All information is intended for your general knowledge only and is not a substitute for 
medical advice or treatment for specific medical conditions. You should seek prompt 
medical care for any specific health issues and consult your physician before starting a 
new fitness regimen. Use of this online service is subject to the disclaimer and the terms 
and conditions. External website links provided on this site are meant for convenience 
and for informational purposes only; they do not constitute an endorsement. External 
links open in a different window. 
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