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What do you mean you don’t clean your
tongue?

What do you mean you don’t clean your tongue?

By Saba Samali - Registered Dental Hygienist

Lick it, taste it, kiss it, say it, stick it, swallow it, breathe it - (inspo cred goes to Daft Punk
#technologic) ...but today we're talking about that diverse tongue of yours! Your tongue is a
multifunctional organ involved in taste perception, digestion, speech, and overall oral and sensory

experiences.

Can you touch your nose with the tip of your tongue? Are you trying it now? ...l digress.
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Anatomically, the tongue’s rough and irregular surface provides an ideal environment for bacteria
to adhere to and multiply. This is due to the different types of lingual papillae (taste buds) that
cover the surface of the tongue and look like small, finger-like projections - giving the tongue its
textured appearance. While the accumulation of bacteria on the tongue is a natural part of oral
flora - and not all bacteria are considered harmful - the rough surface created by lingual papillae

can ultimately trap food particles, plaque, and various bacterial species.

If we are not regularly and effectively removing this debris that sits on and hides within the surface

of the tongue, it can lead to a range of issues.

An unclean tongue contributes to halitosis (bad breath). So, forget about the saying “you don’t
make friends with salad”, because halitosis is the real social repellent here. Masking bad breath
may be temporarily possible with chewing gum, mints, and mouthwash, but it is merely a band-aid
solution without actually cleaning the tongue first. It's on par with spraying on deodorant after a 12-
hour shift, when you should really be taking a shower! You can properly control, reduce, and dare |
say eliminate bad breath with proper tongue cleaning - using a tongue cleaner [link tongue
cleaners], in conjunction with other aids [link for mouthwashes etc] to maintain a healthy bacterial
load. Cleaning the tongue will also prevent oral infections such as oral thrush (a fungal infection),
geographic tongue (a benign condition characterised by irregular patches on the tongue), and hairy
tongue (a build-up of dead skin cells characterised by a dark and furry appearance). Moreover, as
oral bacteria generally spread between hard and soft tissues through saliva, removing bacteria

from the tongue can help in the prevention of gum disease and tooth decay.

From a systemic standpoint, by removing harmful bacteria and toxins on the tongue, you can
reduce the potential for these bacteria to enter the bloodstream and negatively affect other parts of
the body. Similarly, research suggests a link between oral health, including tongue cleanliness, and

heart health - where reducing oral bacteria may help lower the risk of cardiovascular problems.

Oh, and most importantly (spoken like a true foodie), a clean tongue allows your taste buds to

function at an optimal level. Who wouldn’t want to enhance their ability to taste and enjoy food?

So remember, ‘oral hygiene’ refers to your teeth, gums AND tongue. Tongue cleaning should be a
regular part of your oral hygiene routine, ideally done twice a day (along with tooth brushing and

flossing).

Our tongue does a lot for us, so let’s give it a bit more TLC.

Takeaway Points:
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e The tongue is a multifunctional organ involved in taste perception, digestion, speech, and
overall oral and sensory experiences.

e The tongue’s rough and irregular surface (from taste buds) provides an ideal environment for
bacteria to adhere to and multiply.

e Regularly cleaning the tongue will reduce bad breath; help in the prevention of gum disease
and tooth decay; prevent oral infections like oral thrush, hairy tongue, and geographic
tongue; and may help lower the risk of cardiovascular problems.

e An ‘oral hygiene routine’ consists of three parts: tooth brushing, flossing, and tongue

cleaning.

References

e Daft Punk. (2005) ‘Technologic.” Human After All. Mar. 14, 2005.

e Dotiwala, A. K., & Samra, N. S. (2022) ‘Anatomy, Head and Neck, Tongue.’ In: StatPearls.
Treasure Island (FL): StatPearls Publishing; [Updated 2022 Aug 27]. Available from:
https://www.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/books/NBK507782/

e Dwivedi, V., Torwane, N. A,, Tyaqi, S., & Maran, S. (2019) ‘Effectiveness of Various Tongue
Cleaning Aids in the Reduction of Tongue Coating and Bacterial Load: A Comparative Clinical
Study.’ The Journal of Contemporary Dental Practice. doi: 10.5005/jp-journals-10024-2536.

e Kandola, A. (2017) ‘What Should You Know About Hairy Tongue.’ Medical News Today.
Medically reviewed by Stacy Sampson, D.O. November 30, 2017. Available at:

https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/320201.

e Shmerling, R. H. (2021) ‘Gum Disease and the Connection to Heart Disease.’ April 22. Harvard

Health Publishing. Available at: https://www.health.harvard.edu/diseases-and-conditions/gum-

disease-and-the-connection-to-heart-disease.
e Tribble, G. D., Angelov, N., Weltman, R., Wang, B. Y., Eswaran, S. V., Gay, I. C,, ... Bryan, N. S.

(2019) ‘Frequency of Tongue Cleaning Impacts the Human Tongue Microbiome Composition
and Enterosalivary Circulation of Nitrate.” Frontiers in Cellular and Infection Microbiology,
9:39. doi: 10.3389/fcimb.2019.00039. PMID: 30881924; PMCID: PMC6406172.

https://amelo.nattercan.com/education/what-do-you-mean-you-dont-clean-your-tongue/ - Downloaded 22 October 2026


https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK507782/
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/320201
https://www.health.harvard.edu/diseases-and-conditions/gum-disease-and-the-connection-to-heart-disease
https://www.health.harvard.edu/diseases-and-conditions/gum-disease-and-the-connection-to-heart-disease

