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When it comes to caring for our aging canine companions, dental health often presents
unique challenges. GREENIES™ brand recently hosted a Reddit Ask Me Anything (AMA)
session with Dr. Thomas Hamilton, DVM (Dr. Tom), where he shared valuable insights on
managing oral care for senior dogs. From dogs with limited teeth to those who resist
traditional dental care methods, Dr. Tom provided practical, compassionate guidance for
pet parents navigating these common concerns.

Key Takeaways for Senior Dog Dental Care

Throughout the AMA, several themes emerged from Dr. Tom's expert guidance:

1. Comfort over perfection: For senior dogs, the goal shifts from aggressive
prevention to maintaining comfort and what teeth remain

2. Adapt to your dog's needs: Dental care isn't all-or-nothing; find methods your dog
tolerates and build from there

3. Start prevention early: The middle years are critical for establishing habits that
protect teeth long-term

4. Age alone isn't a barrier: Senior dogs can safely undergo necessary dental
procedures with proper veterinary planning

5. Every effort counts: Even small improvements in dental care can significantly
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impact your dog's long-term health and comfort

Caring for Senior Dogs with Tooth Loss

One pet parent shared a concern many dog owners face: their soon-to-be 15-year-old
Chihuahua has lost half his teeth over the years, and they wished they had started dental
care earlier. What options exist for small senior dogs with limited teeth?

Dr. Tom emphasized that this situation is far from uncommon. "Many dogs reach their
senior years having lost teeth, and the goal at this stage is comfort, safety, and maintaining
what teeth are still there," he explained. For small senior dogs with limited teeth, the
approach shifts from aggressive prevention to gentle maintenance.

He recommended softer dental chews specifically designed for smaller dogs, noting that
GREENIES™ Aging Care Dental Treats come in sizes made for small and toy breeds with a
50% softer texture compared to GREENIES™ Original dental treats. These softer options
may help provide gentle mechanical plague reduction while being easier on remaining
teeth and sensitive gums.

Dr. Tom also offered a crucial perspective shift for owners feeling guilty about past dental
care: "At this point, it's not about perfection. It is about supporting comfort, slowing any
further dental disease, and keeping his mouth as healthy as possible moving forward. "Even
light chewing may help provide mild mechanical stimulation and support oral hygiene, and
if brushing is tolerated, using a very soft toothbrush or finger brush a few times a week can
help—but it should never cause stress.

When Dogs Resist Traditional Dental Care

Another common challenge emerged from a pet parent with a 12-year-old dog who doesn't
like to chew on anything and actively fights toothbrushing attempts. What can owners do
when their senior dog refuses traditional dental care?

Dr. Tom's response started with an important diagnostic insight: "At that age, when a dog
suddenly stops wanting to chew or resists brushing, | always first think about comfort rather
than stubbornness." Many senior dogs develop dental sensitivity, gingivitis, or periodontal
disease that makes chewing or brushing uncomfortable, even when they appear normal
otherwise. The first step is always a veterinary oral exam to rule out pain as the underlying
cause.

For dogs that won't tolerate brushing, Dr. Tom emphasized that "dental care is not all or



nothing—we just adapt the strategy.” He recommended several passive dental care
alternatives:

Dental wipes or gauze pads: Many dogs tolerate wiping better than brushing
because it feels less invasive, and it provides light mechanical plaque removal
VOHC-approved water additives: These may help support oral hygiene and reduce
bacterial accumulation without requiring any cooperation from the dog

Dental diets: Specially designed kibble textures can help reduce plaque for food-
motivated dogs

Positive handling sessions: Short, reward-based interactions around the mouth can
slowly rebuild tolerance over time

Even for non-chewers, Dr. Tom suggested experimenting with different dental treat options,
as texture and flavor can make a significant difference. GREENIES™ Aging Care Dental
Treats, with their softer texture, may appeal to senior dogs who refuse harder options. "The
goal is not aggressive chewing but gentle mechanical contact with the tooth surface," he
noted.

Dr. Tom also reassured owners that "perfection is not required. Even small improvements in
dental care can significantly reduce inflammation, bad breath, and long-term tooth loss."
For dogs that truly refuse all home care, professional dental cleanings become even more
critical.

Prevention for Middle-Aged Dogs

Not all questions came from owners of elderly dogs. One pet parent asked about their six-
year-old dog Luna, who loves GREENIES™, wondering what they could do to improve her
dental health as she ages.

Dr. Tom praised this proactive approach, noting that age six is "the perfect time to really
focus on dental prevention because this is when we start thinking about protecting teeth
long term rather than reacting to disease later."

His recommendations for maintaining dental health include:

Daily brushing: Pairing dental chews with brushing can help support long-term oral
health by reducing plague accumulation before it hardens into tartar.

Avoiding very hard chews or bones: These commonly lead to fractured teeth,
which occur far more frequently than most pet owners expect

Regular veterinary exams: Dental disease often progresses below the gumline
where owners cannot see it, making professional assessments crucial

Daily dental chews: Products like GREENIES™ Dental Treats provide mechanical



chewing action that helps reduce plaque buildup along the gumline

Dr. Tom drew a parallel to human dental care: "Daily home care slows disease, professional
cleanings reset the mouth when needed, and starting strong now will make a huge
difference in keeping Luna comfortable and healthy as she gets older."

Anesthesia Concerns for Senior Dogs with Health
Conditions

Perhaps the most anxiety-inducing question came from an owner of a 10-year-old Shih Tzu
with a congenital heart murmur who has never had a professional dental cleaning due to
fears about sedation risks. Is there an age cutoff for sedated cleanings?

Dr. Tom's answer provided important reassurance: "There is actually no specific age cutoff
where we stop doing sedated dental cleanings. Age by itself is not the risk factor. Overall
health status is what matters most." He regularly sees senior dogs, even well into their
teens, safely undergo anesthesia when procedures are properly planned with appropriate
precautions.

For dogs with heart conditions specifically, Dr. Tom explained that the decision becomes
individualized. "A heart murmur does not always mean anesthesia is unsafe. What matters
is the cause and severity of the murmur and how well the heart is functioning." Many dogs
with stable heart disease can safely undergo anesthesia with proper planning, including:

e Pre-anesthetic bloodwork

e Chest radiographs or echocardiogram

e Tailored drug choices

e Careful monitoring during the procedure

Crucially, Dr. Tom highlighted a risk that many owners overlook: "Untreated dental disease
also carries risk, especially for dogs with heart conditions. Chronic oral infection and
inflammation can affect overall health and quality of life, so sometimes avoiding anesthesia
actually allows a different health problem to progress.”

He recommended having a thorough conversation with a veterinarian about an
individualized risk assessment rather than viewing it as a simple yes-or-no decision. "Many
times we find that a controlled, monitored anesthetic procedure is safer than living long
term with painful dental disease."



For pet parents of senior dogs, Dr. Tom's compassionate and practical approach offers both
reassurance and actionable strategies. Whether working with a dog who has limited teeth,
refuses traditional care, or has health conditions that complicate treatment, there are
options available to support canine dental health at every stage of life.

The key is working closely with your veterinarian to develop a personalized approach that
meets your individual dog where they are, maintains their comfort, and provides the best
possible quality of life in their golden years.
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Meet Dr. Tom:

“As the Chief of Staff at Sturbridge Veterinary Hospital in Sturbridge, MA, I've spent the last
nine years focusing on companion animal care, with a clinical focus on companion animal
medicine, surgery, dentistry, and client education...and making veterinary medicine
approachable for everyone. My journey into veterinary medicine started with a love for
animals as a kid growing up on Long Island and was shaped by my education at UMass
Amherst and St. George’s University (including clinical educational experiences affiliated
with Cornell University). While | respect my early experience working with large animals,
I’'ve spent the last 9 years specializing in small-animal care for cats and dogs, which has
always been my true passion.”

Table of Contents

Placeholder for the "Links" field

Source URL:
https://www.greenies.com/blogs/what-were-barking-about-greenies/expert-advice-senior-do
g-oral-care-insights-greenies-reddit-ama-dr-tom



