Dr. John’s Candies

Grand Rapids dentist Dr. John Bruinsma
sometimes tells his patients to eat candy.
Bruinsma is the Doctor of Dr. John’s Candies,
not just any sweets. Since 1995, he and wife
Debra,adental hygienist, have run the company
that sells sugar-free candy and is at the forefront
of delivering cavity-preventing substances in
unconventional, easy-to-take form. Along
the way, John and Debra have worked with
a  microbiologist and food
scientists, given presentations at
dental conferences and received
national media attention.

It all began as they returned
from a weekend vacation in
1995, promising to bring back
a lollipop for their daughter.
Road construction meant a
detour through a small town in
southwestern Michigan and took
them past a small candy factory
with an outlet store. Empty-
handed, not far from home, they
stopped to look for a lollipop.
What they found was the best
sugar-free candy they had ever
tasted, with no aftertaste typical
of sugarless varieties.

John brought some of the lollipops back home
and they were enthusiastically received by
patients and others who sampled them. The
Bruinsmas took samples to the American
Dental Association convention in October that
year and met with similar success. Realizing
the sugar-free treats would be beneficial for
diabetics as well as dental patients, the couple
started a business to distribute the lollipops to
medical and dental suppliers. They lectured
at dental meetings, participated in diabetes-
related fund raising, and sponsored activities
where they could introduce Dr. John’s Candies.
Orders increased and, in 1997, Debra retired as
a hygienist to become full-time manager of the
company from an at-home office, an advantage
for the mother of three young children.

In 2002, Dr. John’s Candies was contacted by a
company working with a UCLA microbiologist
specializing in dental research. Dr. Wenyuan
Shi experimented on 2,000 traditional Chinese
herbal medicines, searching for one to inhibit
the process of tooth decay; powdered licorice
root extract performed consistently. Seeking
a non-invasive delivery system to bring the
extract to patients, Dr. Shi decided a lollipop
would have universal appeal and contacted Dr.
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John’s through C3 Jian, Inc., a research and
development company.

John helped with product development
and, in 2008, Dr. John’s Candies became
exclusive distributor of the herbal lollipop.
That March, Good Morning America’s Diane
Sawyer narrated a segment on the cavity-
fighting lollipops with one in her mouth. The
Dr. John’s website registered huge interest: the
day before the segment aired, the site recorded
136 visitors; 7,600 visitors the day after. The

idea of sucking on an orange-flavored lollipop
in the morning and again in the evening for 10
days at a time, 2 to 4 times a year, to prevent
cavities definitely caught the public’s interest!
Orders increased 2000%, and the company
added additional staff and a 40,000-square-
foot office-warehouse facility around the
corner from Dr. Bruinsma’s Northeast Grand
Rapids practice.

The product also attracted scientific attention,
and initial studies support the cavity-fighting
abilities of the lollipops. A study of Head Start
preschool and nursing home populations
given the lollipops in recommended amounts
was undertaken by Delta Dental during
2009; although official results have not yet
been published, other evidence supports the
fact that the candy’s herbal component does
indeed inhibit organisms that cause tooth
decay.

Promoting his company’s sugar-free candies,
John was often asked about candy sweetened
with xylitol. A natural sweetener (discovered
in birch bark in Finland), the sugar alcohol
has not been widely used in the US. John
investigated and found that adding xylitol
to the hard candy’s syrup base tends to
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prevent proper hardening. He worked with
food scientists to solve the problem and, last
year, Dr. John’s Candies introduced xylitol-
sweetened candies.

As a manufacturer and distributor of xylitol-
sweetened treats, Dr. John’s Candies has yet
another “therapeutic candy” in its inventory.
Xylitol inhibits the development of the bacteria
that cause tooth decay. John explains (in a
somewhat simplified version) that bacterial
cells recognize xylitol molecules as competition
for sugar molecules, taking them
in as “food.” Unlike sugar, xylitol
does not produce energy, so
bacterial cells taking it in will
eventually starve and die. Also,
the bacteria cannot secrete the
sticky substance that normally
builds up on the tooth surface,
thus are easily removed, and
decay is inhibited. Studies have
established an optimal amount
of xylitol for the most effective
decay prevention and John notes
that an ongoing goal for the
company is to introduce candies
containing a higher percentage of
the sweetener.

Other company goals include
developing herbal lollipops in
other flavors and offering more alternatives to
hard candies. John points out that it will take
a while for further scientific and independent
verification of study results to provide the hard
science to support promotion of Dr. John’s
herbal lollipops and certain products in their
xylitol candy lines as “preventative medicine.”
That evidence might mean wider distribution
in the future, but for now, Dr. John Bruinsma’s
company is an online distributor of candies
that don’t promote cavities, and that’s a pretty
sweet business model!

10 purchase candy, learn more about the science
of cavity-preventing candies or subscribe to the
Dr. John’s newsletter, visit www.drjohns.com.

Dr: John Photos: Jeff Hage

Photo: Jeff Hage



