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by

Dan McGrath

I’m watching television, as many of us do, subjected to a barrage of commercials from a myriad of companies plying their wares. I should be flattered by all the attention that’s being paid to me, but as it is, I’m hardly noticing the latest advances in technology as they fly across my screen. One thing has caught my eye, though. By the sheer ridiculousness of it, the newest toothbrush commercial has gotten my attention. Just the fact that they are trying to convince me that I can brush my teeth so much more effectively and colorfully with this new contraption is laughable. Over the years I have seen the toothbrush change from what it once was, a toothbrush, to some kind of specialized plaque destroyer. Will this rampant overachievement and over engineering of a very simple product ever come to an end?

The earliest incarnation of the toothbrush was just a small stick flattened at one end to increase its cleaning surface. The bristle brush design we use today may have been invented by the Chinese, and later, making its way into Europe during the seventeenth century. There was little change in the materials used in toothbrush manufacture for over a century. They consisted mainly of wood for the handle and the strong hair of a hog or horsehair for the bristles. With the advent of plastics technology however, all that would change.

The manufacturing process of a toothbrush is fairly simple. There is a mold that is made from a full size model, and that mold becomes what you pour your acrylic plastic into, forming the handle. Every toothbrush made today has nylon bristles. Some manufacturers insert them at odd angles into the head or they tint them a blue hue to tell you that, when the dye disappears, it’s time to get a new brush. Nevertheless, they are basically all the same parts being used, just in different configurations and designs.

 Since the Colonial time in America we’ve had dentists. Dentists have advocated the use of bristle brushes since at least the seventeen and early eighteenth century. But it wasn’t until the toothbrush became widely used in the United States after World War II that it began its evolution. National defense needs during World War II spurred the use and accelerated the development of many types of plastics. We had large plastic manufacturers making a myriad of products for the war effort. With the end of the war, there became little doubt that we would need to integrate more plastic items into our lives. Now we have today’s toothbrush, fast made and faster marketed filling up the shelves currently at your local supermarket. 

Their newest invention is being distributed all over the country and should help us immensely. It is the Reach “Squeeze” that I am talking about. It is a strange item to behold. It is made up of two separate parts that are joined together. There is a space between the two parts that if you squeeze the sections together, it is supposed to extend the toothbrush farther back into you mouth to get those hard to reach back teeth. I say supposed to because it doesn’t really work that way. And well, I can’t believe that anyone’s teeth are so far back in their mouth that we need what this toothbrush promises. The darned little thing doesn’t even extend as advertised, it just flexes a little. But they already have a toothbrush that flexes. And by a sheer coincidence, the toothbrush that “flexes” is actually called the “Flex”, and another company makes that one anyway. So much for rationalizing what big business is doing with their spare time.

To be a more impartial/judgmental person, I went out and bought one of the Reach “Squeeze” things. It looked ridiculous and I felt stupid for buying it. But I just had to see how this thing was going to help my teeth. It also felt necessary for me to fully examine this ridiculous little piece of plastic before describing it to you. I had to buy the lime-green colored one, of course. The fact is lime-green happens to be my favorite color. At least they pander to our sense of vanity and give us unique colors to choose from. Also, there is a certain novelty to this item that I can’t describe. Maybe it’s because I can picture the engineering genius behind the need for the “Plaque Blaster” or the “Advantage”. This toothbrush is just another one of those fantastical dreams of plaque fighting that has finally come to fruition. Someone out there must be really pleased. I wonder if there is an engineer or an art student out there that can explain how this thing is really supposed to help me.

On that note, I interviewed a former copywriter for a prestigious advertising company in New York. She enlightened me on the geniuses (?) that are behind all of those great products. Sometimes she was in auditoriums full of engineers, designers and product manufacturers. Others were with potential customers and market researchers, or there were even late night meetings in smaller creative teams. The old ‘six-pack and a pizza’ nights were probably at least fun to be involved in. She related to me that, “In my experience, I’ve seen tests done on brushes with flossy threads that were supposed to clean between teeth. Brushes with rubber bumps and knobs that supposedly massaged gums, brushes with flexible heads that claimed to reach around back teeth. And still other brushes with specially molded, garishly colored grips that were supposed to make for a more ergonomic brushing experience”. The key phrase here is “supposed to”. 

I really wanted to find someone who was willing to back up those claims. I was never able to get an interview with anyone at Crest or Reach, having been politely turned down. Their basis was the use of a blanket policy to refuse all requests to answer questions from students, on the account of too many people asking for the chance to talk to someone. At least they were very nice about it.

 I don’t recommend that you do as I have and waste five dollars of useful money on this contraption. You can test it right through the package if you are curious. If you have bought one, do this test. Take your new purchase and lay it on it’s back on a flat surface. Then watch the thing as you press the two parts together. It doesn’t extend outward, it moves upward in a little arc, about a half of an inch, or maybe less. And what an impressive little half an inch it is, or maybe less. Then after that little test, pack it up and send it back to the company. Respectfully ask for a refund, and request that they recycle the plastic for something more useful, like some highway markers or something.

This is where we are folks, our toothbrush technology has run amok. I have to admit to buying one of these ridiculous looking, and working, toothbrushes. Yes I paid for it, and now I intend to send it back to Reach with a letter similar to this one asking for my five bucks back. But I’ll trim it down a little, I don’t think they would read the whole thing. Reach is, by far, not the worst of the bunch with their "out of control" design team. They have become a nebulous arm of the far-reaching Johnson & Johnson Corporation. But if I had to point to a single event that sparked the toothbrush arms race, it would have to be the invention of the original Reach toothbrush product. I used that type of toothbrush for years. I was convinced that it really was doing a better job on my back teeth, on all my teeth for that matter.

Now how does this affect us all? It should come as something rather distressing to know of all the choices we have out there. I counted all of the claimed technologically advanced toothbrushes at my local store and came up with a total of thirty-six. This doesn’t even account for the color choices or the bristle stiffness selections they offer. Talk about over-engineering such a very simple and straightforward product as the toothbrush! We have gone way off the deep end, devoting so much time, energy and money reinventing these things that never really change all that much.

 There are flexible ones. Ones with compact heads, presumably to do only one tooth at a time. There is a toothbrush with an extra long head to cover several teeth at once. They can twist, they can flex, and they even change color when they wear out. I saw regular, firm, soft, hard, blue, green, pink, purple, bendy, stiff, and funny. There was one that was best described by someone else as, “A two-tone art deco masterpiece of molded plastic”. I saw toothbrushes that were just plain and I saw toothbrushes that were just plain weird. I think they have a choice out there that fits for everyone. There is an independent company making one I found called the “Scuba”. It is HUGE. The head is the size of a large man’s thumb, but the body is wider and shorter than even that of a standard toothbrush. And it comes in black, how cool is that? Maybe the name is an acronym for something else, like the original term for scuba. Super, Cool, Un-usable, Brushing, Apparatus.

Just for a moment I'd like to bring up the topic of television marketing as a good tool. I still remember way too many commercials, if not the products, then the ideas themselves. They used to have a catch phrase from another television commercial that mentioned “four out of five dentists” agreeing on this or that. There never was four out of five anything, but I still remember it to this day. 

So, doing what I needed to do, I talked to my dentist. He graduated in 1985, and currently has his own office. Having seen lots of the changes in the dental industry over the years he would say that for the most part it has been all for the better. But when I asked about toothbrush technology in particular, he had to laugh. He has been giving out the same toothbrushes to his patients for years now. On his advice, and my own experience with other toothbrushes, it’s the one that I now use. He had seen the commercial that I mentioned, and he laughed over it the first time he saw it. “Everyone wants some sort of device to do something special, but they don’t. It seems like you have to have something better than the other guy so people will want to buy it”.

I don’t need a very complex contraption to bush my teeth. It is a normal, straight-bodied brush, with a soft bristle head. This is what my dentist recommends, and he knows more about teeth than I do. It’s long enough to get those “hard to reach” back teeth, it’s the same length, more or less, as all the other toothbrushes I have ever seen or used. I even floss daily, something I have never heard on a toothbrush commercial. 

I read a book once about an American man who went to teach English in China. In the book I remember a passage about him being on a boat in the early morning with some older Chinese men. These men used makeshift toothbrushes that would amaze you. They were simple sticks with some steel wool wrapped around the end for the bristles. What a horrifying thought, not having a pink handled, rubber inlaid, blue tinted bristle toothbrush with a thirty-two point five degree angle bend just past the grip. Apparently they have never heard of the Reach toothbrush or the Crest “Advantage”. I really love that name. Perhaps the automobile industry could give them some of their designers and advertising men. Then they could get in on the toothbrush technology rave. I can see it now. Introducing the new for 2002, the Ford “Plaque-u-lar” or the Chevrolet “Overbite”. 

We could go farther than we ever dreamed with this technology. We already have ones with flexible heads, and ones that are have two brush heads facing each other so that the tooth is between them, getting cleaned on both sides simultaneously. I went on the Internet doing research for this article and saw a small disposable brush that is good for only one use. You tear it out of its plastic bag, push the handle towards the head, forcing a small amount of toothpaste in the handle onto the bristles, brush and throw in the trash.

One of my interviewees, “During my eight months with my ad agency, you’d better believe I tried every single prototype toothbrush… No matter what the style, claim or design, all of them worked the same. Exactly like a 99-cent plain old brush from Walgreen’s would have”. A great idea can still be a bad idea. And as for bad ideas, I can come up with plenty.

 How about a fully chrome one. We could use one with a digital readout that can measure the number of times you brush your teeth before it is worn out. And how about one that blinks or beeps to a tempo to help you with the rhythm of brushing. Or one with a mini light on it to shine back into those “hard to reach” places. We could make them out of sturdy wood products like oak or maple. Those would go really well if you are going for the “Colonial” retro thing, or if you have a Pacific-Northwest motif in your bathroom. Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you these things, I should be working for those guys I am lambasting. 

The electric toothbrush is something that we all should have the pleasure of trying. My parents bought one when I was a kid, almost fifteen years ago. It vibrated so hard that your hand would almost fall asleep before you got your teeth cleaned. They have made advances on the electric toothbrush. But these have been, for the most part, actual advances in technology. Not just advances in product design. The general consensus is favorable for the electric. They actually seem to work pretty well. They have come along way towards some innovative breakthroughs, but they are still not really much more effective than their manual brothers. Example: In many electrics they have added a timer that beeps or one that shuts the toothbrush off after two minutes. This isn’t to anger you, it is to get you to brush longer. I never knew that I wasn’t brushing long enough. I have concluded that a combination of the manual and electric seems most effective. Get the best of both worlds. 

The truly frightening thing is that people get paid to come up with these gadgets. And then people get money to push them on us. It has gone out of control, a train on a crash course for your wallet. While doing more research for this article, I went back to my local supermarket. My goal was to write down more descriptions of the funniest looking toothbrushes there. I can say I was mildly surprised however. All of the “Squeeze” toothbrushes were gone. All that was left were the empty slots that used to hold them. I can’t doubt that their marketing strategy still works. The evidence is right in front of me.

Or the lack of it.
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