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There is a recognized relationship of the health of our teeth to our overall health.  A
healthy mouth is important for maintaining good eating habits, communication
and positive self-image.  Endodontic treatment plays an important role in achieving
and maintaining good oral health by eliminating infection and pain and preserving
our natural dentition.   Millions of healthy endodontically treated teeth serve
patients all over the world for years after treatment.

The internet has become the first stop for many of our patients seeking information
on a variety of subjects regarding dentistry and root canal treatment.  There are
multiple sources of good information about dentistry and root canal treatment
available from reliable sources.  Unfortunately there are also several websites with
misinformation claiming that teeth receiving root canal treatment contribute to
illness and disease in the body.  A quick internet search can provide someone with
several links stating that root canal therapy is ineffective or dangerous.   Recently
there have been postings of information on social media websites claiming that
97% of terminal cancer patients had previously undergone root canal procedures.
This website article suggests a link between root canal treatment and the
development of terminal cancer.  We as dental health professionals have a
responsibility to reassure our patients who are concerned about the safety of root
canal treatment that their well being is a top priority.

Recognition of the role of bacteria in many diseases led to the speculation in the
early 1900s bacteria could transported by the bloodstream from one site in the body
to another resulting in all types of unexplained degenerative diseases.  This was
considered the focal infection theory.  There were physicians that embraced this
incorrect theory as a way to explain unresolved illnesses that we know today have
other causes.  This theory resulted in the extraction of teeth for the treatment of
systemic diseases and as a prophylactic measure against future illness.  In the 1930’s,
Dr. Weston Price presented research suggesting that bacteria trapped in dentinal
tubules during root canal treatment could cause almost any type of degenerative
systemic disease  (focal infection theory).  Fortunately, years of research including
microbiological and epidemiological studies have disproved these claims.  In 1951
the Journal of the American Dental Association published a special edition in which
they reviewed Dr. Price’s research from the 1920’s and stated that it lacked many
aspects of modern scientific research, including lack of proper control groups and
the induction of excessive doses of bacteria.   

There is no valid scientific evidence linking root canal treated teeth and disease
elsewhere in the body.  The basic elements of endodontic treatment – cleaning,
shaping and obturation – are designed to eliminate bacteria from the infected root
canal and to prevent re-infection.   Research has shown that the use of a rubber
dam and appropriate bactericidal irrigation solutions, such as sodium hypochlorite,
during the cleaning and shaping phase of treatment help eliminate bacteria and
bacterial substrates from the root canal and dentinal tubules.  In addition,
obturation followed by a permanent restoration/coronal seal will help prevent
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Free Resources from the AAE
Root canal safety talking points:

(www.aae.org/uploadedfiles/clinical_resources/rootcanalsafetytalkingpoints.pdf )

Information from the AAE website about common root canal myths:
(www.aae.org/patients/treatments-and-procedures/root-canals/myths-about-root-canals-and-root-canal-pain.aspx#2 )

               

              

     



re-infection of the root canal system and allow for healing.  With
the help of advances in science and technology, we can achieve
well over 90% success in treating pulpal pathosis with root canal
treatment.  

The American Association of Endodontists (AAE) is dedicated to
the excellence in the art and science of endodontics and to the
highest standards of patient care.  The AAE website is the best
place for patients to obtain comprehensive information regarding
the safety and efficacy of endodontics and root canal treatment
(www.aae.org).

The following guidelines are suggested to address patients who
inquire about a connection between root canal treatment and illness:

– Acknowledge the patient’s concerns, stress that 
optimum health is the goal for every dental patient.

– Provide the patient with written information about 
endodontic treatment, and discuss it.  The AAE has a 
variety of patient education brochures available for 
purchase (www.aae.org).

– Provide the patient with information from the AAE 
website about common root canal myths 
(www.aae.org/patients/treatments-and-procedures/root-
canals/myths-about-root-canals-and-root-canal-
pain.aspx#2 ).

– Indicate that the patient is in control of his/her own 
decision to move forward with any dental procedure, 
and reiterate a commitment to the highest quality of 
dental care.

The AAE also provides a list of root canal safety talking points
(http://www.aae.org/uploadedfiles/clinical_resources/rootcanalsafe
tytalkingpoints.pdf ).  This information can be shared with
patients concerned about the safety of root canal treatment.
Some of these talking points:

– 25 million endodontic treatments are performed every 
year, safely and effectively.  If it were true that root 
canals caused diseases like cancer, there would be much 
more information about it available in peer-reviewed 
scientific publications, and root canals would not be 
the preferred treatment option to save teeth.

– There is no valid, scientific evident liking root canal-
treated teeth and disease elsewhere in the body.  Data 
showing that “97 percent of cancer patients had root 
canal treatment” has not been published anywhere.  
There is no causality between root canals and cancer, 
just because a patient has experienced both does not 
mean a cause-and-effect relationship exists.

– Claims that root canals are not safe are based on 
research that is nearly 100 years old and has
been debunked.

– As recently as 2013, a study published in a journal of 
the American Medical Association (JAMA 
Otolaryngology – Head and Neck Surgery) found that 
a patient’s risk of cancer does not change after having 
root canal treatment. In fact, patients with multiple 
endodontic treatments had a 45 percent reduced risk 
of cancer.

– Advancements in medicine, techniques and 
technologies have made endodontic treatment a more 
predictable, successful treatment than ever before.  
Today, digital imaging, rubber dams, rotary 
instruments, powerful disinfectants and medicated 
materials help ensure successful root canal treatment.

– When a severe infection in a tooth requires endodontic 
treatment, the treatment is designed to eliminate 
bacteria from the infected root canal, prevent infection 
of the tooth and save the natural tooth.
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