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Root Canal Treatment
What is root canal treatment?
•	 It	is	the	removal	and	cleaning	of	infected	or	inflamed	pulp	from	inside	your	tooth
•	 Pulp	is	the	soft	tissue	inside	your	tooth	made	of	nerves	and	blood	vessels
•	 Root	canals	are	where	your	pulp	is	found

Why do I need root canal treatment?
Your	pulp	has	become	infected	or	inflamed	and	needs	to	be	removed:

•	 When	your	tooth	is	traumatised	(injured)
•	 If	there	is	a	deep	filling	or	large	cavity	in	your	tooth
•	 If	your	tooth	breaks	or	wears	down
•	 With	some	types	of	periodontal	(gum)	disease
•	 When	you	have	pain

What happens during root canal treatment?

•	 Your	tooth	will	be	numbed	with	an	injection
•	 The	dental	practitioner	will	remove	any	decay	and	any	fillings	from	your	tooth
•	 The	dental	practitioner	will	remove	the	pulp	from	inside	your	tooth
•	 The	inside	of	your	tooth	is	cleaned	and	your	root	canals	are	disinfected	and	shaped
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•	 Your	root	canals	are	filled	and	the	hole	in	your	tooth	is	fixed	with	a	strong	filling	

•	 X-rays	are	taken	at	different	times	during	your	root	canal	treatment	to	check	that	the	
treatment	is	going	as	expected	

•	 A	root	canal	treatment	can	take	several	visits	to	finish	and	you	will	go	home	between	visits	
with	a	temporary	filling

What are the complications of root canal treatment?
•	 In	most	cases	root	canal	treatment	is	successful	and	your	tooth	will	no	longer	cause	pain	

•	 Some	teeth	have	very	complicated	root	canals	and	may	need	treatment	by	a	specialist	

•	 Some	people	get	mild	soreness	or	pain	following	root	canal	treatment	because	of	
inflammation	of	the	gums	and	jaws	around	the	tooth;	this	usually	gets	better	after	a	day	or	
two	

•	 Some	teeth	become	infected	after	root	canal	treatment	and	may	need	further	treatment.	

•	 Teeth	may	sometimes	get	darker	in	colour	after	root	canal	treatment	but	treatments	are	
available	that	may	lighten	the	colour	of	the	tooth	again	

•	 Root	canal	treatment	may	make	your	tooth	weaker	making	it	more	likely	to	snap	or	break;	
broken,	root	canal	treated	teeth	may	need	to	be	extracted	

•	 The	dental	practitioner	uses	small	files	to	clean	inside	your	tooth;	these	may	break	and	
your	tooth	may	need	further	treatment	

•	 If	your	tooth	is	an	unusual	shape,	root	canal	treatment	may	lead	to	holes	in	the	side	of	
your	tooth	root	which	will	then	need	further	treatment

What is my alternative to root canal treatment?

The	only	alternative	way	of	removing	the	inflamed	and	infected	pulp	is	to	remove	(extract)	
your	whole	tooth	which	may	need	to	be	replaced	with	an	artificial	tooth	(a	denture	or	bridge).

For	further	information	on	root	canal	treatment	ask	your	dental	practitioner.
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PULPOTOMY PROCEDURE INFORMATION

A pulpotomy is the partial removal of the pulp from a tooth. The pulp is the soft tissue 
inside teeth that contains the nerves and blood vessels. 

A pulpotomy is undertaken because of inflammation of the tooth pulp, usually due to
deep tooth decay. Symptoms of pain and/or increased sensitivity to hot and cold may 
be experienced if the pulp is inflamed. 

Pulpotomies are undertaken on baby teeth for the purpose of retaining them until 
they fall out naturally. An alternative to a pulpotomy is to extract the tooth.

What happens during a pulpotomy?

An x-ray of the tooth is taken. The tooth is then numbed with a local analgesic (an 
injection). The dental practitioner will remove all of the tooth decay and gain access 
to the pulp of the tooth. The pulp is partially removed, treated with a medicament and
then sealed with a filling.

What are the risks and complications of a pulpotomy?

Pulpotomies have a high success rate. Mild, temporary pain may occur following the 
procedure due to inflammation. Following a pulpotomy there remains a risk that an 
infection may occur in the tooth, the tooth may discolour, and the tooth or filling may 
fracture.  If pain or sensitivity continues after a pulpotomy the tooth may require an 
extraction.

Medicament

The medicament used in pulopotomies is a 1 in 5 dilution of Buckley’s Formocresol.
The formaldehyde component of formocresol has very effective anti-bacterial and 
anti-inflammatory actions. As formaldehyde is present in our environment, it is 
unlikely that the undertaking of a pulpotomy procedure will cause a significant impact 
on a patient’s daily exposure. The use of formocresol in dentistry falls within the 
current permitted exposure limits and short term exposure limits for formaldehyde.

The information contained in this leaflet is to explain the basic procedure involved in performing 
pulpotomies on deciduous teeth. For further information ask your dental practitioner.
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Formocresol Information

The medicament used during a pulpotomy is a 1 in 5 dilution of Buckley’s 
Formocresol.

Formocresol has been used in dentistry for over 100 years with high clinical success.
It has been extensively studied and is the gold standard against which all other 
pulpotomy medicaments are compared. The formaldehyde component of 
formocresol is very effective against infection-causing bacteria and it also reduces 
inflammation.

• Formaldehyde exposure is a fact of life as it is found in the air we breathe, water 
we drink and food we eat. It is widely used in the manufacture of carpets, fabrics
and compressed wood (particle board), among other industries.

• Formaldehyde is found naturally in the human body and is used to produce 
proteins among other required molecules.

• Formaldehyde is rapidly metabolised with a half-life of 1 to 2 minutes and does 
not bioaccumulate. 

• The World Health Organisation estimated the average daily consumption of 
formaldehyde by humans is 7.8mg per day.

• Estimated formaldehyde dose associated with 1 pulpotomy procedure is 
approximately 0.02-0.1mg which is between 0.25 and 1.2% of the average daily 
consumption.

• As formaldehyde is present in our environment, it is unlikely the undertaking of a 
pulpotomy procedure will cause a significant impact on a patient’s daily exposure. 

The use of formocresol in dentistry falls within the current permitted exposure limits 
and short term exposure limits for formaldehyde.

Sources

1. Handbook of Paediatric Dentistry Fourth Edition 2013 Mosby, endorsed by the 
Australasian Academy of Paediatric Dentistry. 

2. Guidelines on Pulp Therapy for Primary and Immature Permanent Teeth –
American Academy of Paediatric Dentistry, 2009.

3. Is Formocresol Obsolete – a fresh look at the evidence concerning safety issues. 
Milnes A. Paediatric Dentistry, May/June 2008, Volume 20 Issue 3.

4. World Health Organisation: Formaldehyde: environmental health criteria 89. 
International programme on chemical safety Geneva 1989. 
www.who.int/ipcs/pulbications/ehc-numerical/en.
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This document can be made available in alternative formats such as: audio tape, 
computer disc or Braille on request.

Your feedback is important to us.If you would like to provide feedback about this publication, 

email: publications@dental.health.wa.gov.au   or write to: 
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