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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TOOTH BRUSHING FREQUENCY AND
PERSONAL HIGIENE HABITS IN TEENAGERS

B.M. NZIOKA, ] K. NYAGA and E.G. WAGAIYU

SUMMARY

A sarvey of 904, 14-17 yéar old school children from secondary schools around Nairobi
was doiic to find out if there was any relationship between toothbrushing frequency
and personal hygeine habits. The students completed a questionnaire anonymously in
class. Female students brushed their teeth more often than the male students. 62.2%
of the females and 50.1% of the males brushed their teeth more than once a day. Of
those students who brushed their teeth more than once a day, 52% bathed daily, 22%
used perfumes/deodorants daily and 50.1% always washed their hands after visiting
the lavatory. No relationship was found between washing of hair and toothbrushing
frequency. 69.7% males and 53.2% females gave toothache and toothdecay as the main
reasons for mouth care. Those who brushed their teeth more frequently also visited
the medical doctor regularly for routine check-ups. These findings indicated that
toothbrushing was closely related to personal hygeine habits.

INTRODUCTION

It is well established that plague is the primary
aetiological factor in gingivities(1,2) and that regular
and effective removal will prevent and control it(3).
There is strong evidence that excellent supragingival
plague control reduces and may prevent subgingival
colonization(4,5). At present, the recognised approach
to effective plague control is through mechanical
removal(6). Toothbrushing is the principal means by
which most individuals control plague. Toothbrushing
is regarded as a habit and is related to other body
hygiene practices(7).

There is evideace to show that people brush their
iceth for reasons of general cleanliness and grooming
tather than for the prevention of dental diseases and
loss of weth(8,9). Females have been shown to clean
their feeth more frequently than males and mainly for
cosmetic reasons rather than the prevention of dental
diseases(7,9).

I Kenya, a siuway done on oral hygiene habits
veported males 2¢ haviug poorer oral hygiene than
females(10). Odier swdies have reported more plague
and gindvitics in males compared to their female
counterpans(11,12, i3). However, the reasons for these
findings have not been investigated except for
suggestions by INg'ang’a and Valderhaug(l) that in
older childven, females brush more efficiently than
imales because they desire greater general cleanliness
and miore appealing appeareances(10).

In other African countries and Kenya, no study
investigating the relationship between toothbrushing
and general body hygiene habits has been carried out.
Therefore, the aim of this study was to find out whether
toothbrushing is related to other body hygiene practices
and if females brush their teeth more frequently than
males.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Form 3 and 4 students of ages 14-17 from Nairobi
School, Stahere Boys Centre, State House Girls, Loreto
Convent Valley Road and Moi Girls, all secondary schools
around Nairobi, were given questionnaires (o complete
annonymously in class under the supervision of the authors.
They were not given prior warning and were assured that
the information would be treated with strict confidence.
Annonymity was preserved by asking them not to write their
names on any part of the questionnaire.

The questionnaire comprised several questions including
the number of times teeth were cleaned and the main reason
for taking care of the teeth, namely;-

* making teeth look clean

* to avoid wearing false teeth,

* making one's breath smell clean and;

* to make one's teeth and mouth feel clean. They were
also asked on their frequency of bathing, using of
perfumes and deodorants.

The completed questionnaires were collected at the end

of the session and analysed by the tallying method.

From an epidemiological point of view, the present study
had limitations. The secondary schools were selected more
for convenience rather than randomnly. Secondly the validity
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of any questionnaire survey is dependent upon the honesty
of the individaul. However, to minimize this complication,
the confidential nature of the exercise was emphasised to the
participants.

RESULTS

Nine hundred and four students completed the
questionnaires but only 900 were analysed as four were
spoilt. The spoilt questionnaires were incorrectly
completed and could not be utilised. Of the 900
students, 487 (53.9%) were males and 417 (46.1%)
females. Their mean age was 16 years.

Figure 1 shows that 47.3% of the students (49.9%
males, 37.8% females) brushed their teeth once a day,
36.2% (28.7% males, 45.1% females) twice a day and
204% (21.4 % males, 17.1% females) thrice a day.
Females brushed more frequently than males as majority
of the males trended to brush once a day. .

Figure 1

The percentage frequency distribution of toothbrushing
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Figure 2 shows the frequency distribution of the
males and females giving the reason for looking after
their teeth. 69.7% males and 53.2% females did so
mainly to avoid toothache and toothdecay. 23.6%
females and 13.1% males brushed their teeth for
cosmetic reasons. Only 4.2% brushed their teeth to
avoid wearing artificail teeth.

Figure 2

The percent frequency distrubution of reasons for mouth
care
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Table 1 shows the frequency distribution of bathing
and brushing of teeth. Of those who bathed daily, 52%
brushed their teeth twice or more daily while only
32.6% brushed once or less in a day. For those students
who bathed once a week, 7.7% brushed once or less
times a day. These students were lightly more than
those who bathed once a week and brushed their teeth
twice a day (4.3%) and thrice a day (1.3%). This
indicated that most students (84.6%) bathed once daily
and brushed their teeth once or more times a day.

Table 1

Distribution of toothbrushing habbits according to
Jfrequency of taking bath (in percentages)

Frequency of Toothbrushing frequency per day
bathing

Once Twice Thrice

or more
Everyday 326 315 20.5
Once a week 1.7 43 1.3
Once in
two days 0.7 - -
Some days 1.0 - -
I do not know 0.6 0.3 0.1
Table 2

Distribution of toothbrushing habbits according to
frequency of washing hands (in percentages)

Frequency of Toothbrushing frequency per day
washing hands
Once Twice Thrice or

more

Always 217 30.1 20.0

Occasionally 12..6 4.6 04

Never 1.1 - 0.1

I do not know 12 0.6 0.1

Table 3

Distribution of toothbrushing habbits according to
number of routine medical check-ups (in percentages)

Frequency of Toothbrushing frequency per day
routine
medical check-ups Once Twice Thrice or
more
Twice per year 2.0 3 59
Once a year 43 6.1 6.8
Once in two years 2.2 30 1.1
Never 25.6 13.2 52
Others 73 13 34

S
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77.8% of the students always washed their hands
after visiting the lavatory (Table 2). Of those who
washed their hands after every visit to the lavatory,
50.1% brushed their teeth twice or more daily and
27.7% brushed their teeth once or less in a day. Only
0.1% of the students brushed their teeth thrice a day
and did not wash their hands after visiting the lavatory.

In response to how often they used perfume/
deodorant and brushed their teeth, 22% brushed their
teeth twice or more times a day and used perfume/
deodorant daily. On the other hand, only 10.3% used
perfume/deodorant daily and brushed their teeth once
or less a day. 20.1% brushed their teeth once or less
times in a day and had never used perfume/deodorant.

Hair washing frequency was not related to the
number of times the students brushed their teeth.
However, male students washed their hair more often
than the female students.

The variation between tooth brushing frequency
and frequency of routine medical cehck-ups is shown
in Table 3. 13.8% of those students who brushed their
teeth three or more times in a day had routine medical

check-ups, whereas only 8.5% of those who brushed

once or less a day did so. 44% of the students had
never had a medical check-up whereas a much higher
percentage of 58.2% had never had a dental check-up.
The frequency of routine dental check-ups did not
increase with the frequency of toothbrushing.

DISCUSSION

The principal finding in this study, was that
toothbrushing frequency was related to other body
hygiene habits such as frequency of bathing, washing
of hands after visiting the lavatory and use of perfumes/
deogorant. Other findings were that females cleaned
their teeth more frequently than males, the main reason
given for cleaning the teeth was to avoid dental
problems and there was no relationship between tooth
brushing frequency and routine dental check-ups.

The results in the present study differed from: a
similar one done on 14 year old English students(7).
These differences may be due to the variations in
culture and socio-economic status of the pupils in the
two studies. Additionally, the differences in age in the
two studies may have contributed. This study included
older children of up to 17 years whereas Macgregor
et al(9) looked at 14 year olds only.

The results showing that all students brushed their
teeth and the majority did so once a day are similar
to those reported on University Students of Nairobi(14).
However, it is not possible to compare the results
further as the individuals in the latter study were older.

The female pupils brushed their teeth more
frequently than the male pupils. This finding may
explain the consistent of reports of lower plaque levels

and gingivitis among the females studied in
Kenya(10,11,12,13). Females have been reported to
brush their teeth more often for cosmetic reasons(9,10).
However, in this study most of them wanted to avoid
tooth decay. This letter finding is similar to an investi-
gation on oral hygiene habits and dental awareness in
peri-urban and urban children of 9-15 years (Kaimenyi
- personal communication).

This study also showed that toothbrushing frequency
increased with general cleanliness behaviour such as
bathing, use of perfume/deodorant and hand washing
after visiting the toilet. This finding agrees with other
reports (7,9). However, hair washing in this this study
was not related to toothbrushing frequency in the female
students. This may be because on the whole, female
pupils had longer hair than their male counterparts and
thus hair washing requires alot more time and care
making it difficult to do it often. -

In this study, toothbrushing was not influenced by
visiting the dentist because the majority of the pupils
(58.2%) had never been to a dental clinic. This is
similar to a finding reported on University students of
Nairobi(14), where 60.6% had never been to a dentist.

In conclusion, it was evident in this study that
toothbrushing was an intergral part of general cleanliness
and that females brushed their teeth more often than
males. Additionally prevention of dental diseases was
the reason given for mouth care.
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