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3 habits that hurt your teeth –  
and how to stop them

Grazing: Snacking all day long – especially on sugary foods – could 
mean a cavity is in your future. Tooth decay occurs when the bacteria 
in our mouths create acid from the sugars in the food we eat. Eating all day provides the bacteria with a constant 
source of fuel, giving the acid more opportunities to wear down your tooth enamel.

To give your teeth a chance to recover and rebuild the minerals that are lost, eat regular meals rather than snack-
ing all day. Drink tap water containing fluoride, brush your teeth twice a day, and floss daily. 

In addition, snack on foods that are low in sugar and limit these foods:

• Sticky foods, such as dried fruits (they stay on the teeth longer than other foods),

• Hard candies (they often contain lots of sugar, and could lead to a chipped tooth if you bite them),

• Potato chips (they contain starch, which can get trapped in teeth, and breaks down into sugar in your mouth),

• Sugary soft drinks (they contain acid as well as sugar), and

• Sports drinks (check to see if they contain added sugar).

Ice chewing: The enamel that covers the outside of your teeth is strong, but chewing on ice can wear it down. 

Once the enamel wears away, the risk for cavities increases and teeth can become sensitive to hot and cold drinks 
and foods. Eating ice could also lead to a chipped tooth or broken filling.

There’s a name for craving and chewing ice – it’s called pagophagia, and it could be related to an iron deficiency 
or other nutritional problems. It may also be a pica, a disorder that leads to a craving for things with little nutri-

tional value, which can be related to stress or an obsessive-compulsive disorder.

A medical exam can help determine if the craving for ice is due to an iron deficiency or another health condition. If an emotional issue is 
the cause, therapy may help.

Nail biting: Biting your nails when you’re nervous could harm your jaw as well as your teeth. 

Jaw damage could occur because of the way the jaw is held when biting the teeth – keeping it in a protruding 
position has been linked to jaw problems, according to the American Dental Association. In addition, you run the 
risk of chipping your teeth.

Nail biting can be a sign of stress, or it could be something that happens when a person is working on a difficult 
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problem or is bored. To stop biting your nails, notice what triggers the habit and try to cope in other ways 
(deep breathing, muscle relaxation techniques, or squeezing a stress ball could help). Wearing gloves or 
coating nails with a bitter tasting polish may help resolve the issue.

Overcoming the habit can take time; if it’s a continual struggle, talk to your doctor about whether therapy 
would be helpful.

Additional resources

Health Info: National Institute of Dental and Craniofacial Research

This site from the National Institutes of Health provides information on a variety of dental health topics, from fluoride to tooth decay.

https://www.nidcr.nih.gov/health-info

Oral Health

On this website, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention offer information relating to community and school programs that sup-
port dental health.

https://www.cdc.gov/oralhealth/index.html




