
Misconceptions in Feline Dentistry 

As general practitioners, feline dentistry is a daily feature of our lives. Whether we 
are performing it, recommending it or cursing it, we can’t escape it. Increased access 
to good quality CPD has significantly improved our dental standards in recent years, 
but misconceptions still persist. We’ll discuss three common misconceptions here, 
but first, let’s address the most notorious: no, it’s not okay to burr roots.  

 

Misconception 1: periodontal disease is not painful 

Despite the known high prevalence, feline periodontal disease is underdiagnosed.​1 
Because cats are obligate nasal breathers, halitosis and the visible aspects of 
periodontal disease are hidden. Additionally, as a species, cats tend to mask signs of 
pain,​2​ so pain and disease are difficult to detect, particularly for owners.​1,3 

As periodontal disease is not readily detected by owners, it is underrepresented as a 
presenting condition in the clinic.​4,5​ Often treatment is delayed until late in the 
disease progression,​6​ and may be delayed further by owners’ reluctance to bring 
cats to the vets.​7 

While mild disease may be no more than uncomfortable, severe periodontal disease 
is painful. Anecdotally, we know this from our own experiences at the dentist and, 
more significantly, we witness the improved quality of life in our patients following 
treatment.  

Furthermore, the more severe the periodontal disease, the more painful it is. A 2017 
behavioural observation study, found that secondary dental parameters (such as 
halitosis, hypersalivation, difficulty in prehension and multiple attempts to hold food) 
were associated with higher pain scores.​8​ As secondary parameters are markers of 
more severe disease, we can conclude that pain increases with disease severity.​8 

 

Misconception 2: periodontal disease can be diagnosed by visual assessment 
alone 

A persistent misconception is that the amount of dental calculus corresponds to the 
severity of periodontal disease.​9,10​ In contrast to traditional opinion, calculus is not a 
primary cause of periodontal disease.​9,11​ It provides a rough surface that predisposes 
to plaque accumulation,​9,11,12​ and it increases the available surface area to which 
plaque can adhere.​13​ However, abundant calculus can be associated with only 
minimal gingivitis,​9,12​ and more advanced gingivitis can be seen in the absence of 

https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/hcYz
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/aB0F
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/hcYz+YDYv
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/A4O1+Ib38
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/fo4f
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/eeNL
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/FMc3
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/FMc3
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/xnq3+W0Zl
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/A5Vu+xnq3
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/xnq3+KNQa+A5Vu
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/1HgN
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/xnq3+KNQa


calculus.​12​ Therefore, visual assessment of calculus is not sufficient to determine the 
severity of periodontal disease.​9,10,12  

In fact, there are three main steps in assessing periodontal disease: an oral 
evaluation in the conscious patient,​9,14,15​ periodontal probing under general 
anaesthetic,​16,17​ and dental radiography.​16,17 

Assessment in the conscious patient provides an overview of disease​1​ and allows 
the clinician to formulate a preliminary diagnostic plan.​1,14​ Initially, a thorough history 
should be taken focusing particularly on halitosis,​1,14​ dysphagia,​1,14​ ptyalism,​1,14​ head 
shaking,​1​ bruxism,​1,18​ teeth chattering,​1,18​ and behaviours associated with oral pain 
and dental disease.  

Next the clinician should perform a conscious dental examination, assessing oral 
pain,​14​ gingival inflammation,​1​ calculus deposits,​1​ gingival recession,​1​ and bone 
loss.​14​ A test strip to measure dissolved thiol levels can be used to help assess 
gingival health and periodontal disease.​1,14,18,19​ However, although periodontal 
disease may be detected during the conscious examination, the clinician will 
probably underestimate the severity of disease.​14​ It is only during anaesthesia that a 
complete periodontal assessment can be accomplished.​1,9,12,14,16,17 

The periodontal examination under anaesthetic should be conducted in a structured 
manner with simultaneous dental charting.​1​ Following a thorough investigation of the 
oral cavity, periodontal probing depth (PPD), gingival hyperplasia, gingival recession, 
furcation exposure, and mobility should be evaluated.​1,18 

PPD should be measured using a graduated probe at 4-6 locations on every 
tooth.​1,14,18​ The probe is inserted under the free gingival margin of the tooth, directed 
apically, until resistance is encountered.​9,18​ The normal PPD in cats is less than 0.5 
mm (1 mm for the canine tooth)​9​ so a periodontal pocket is diagnosed when PPD 
exceeds 0.5 mm.​18  

However, hyperplasia of the gingiva can lead to the presence of plaque-retaining 
pseudopockets,​1,9​ where the height of the gingival margin increases without any 
change to the junctional epithelial attachment.​9​ In other words, an increased PPD 
exists without attachment loss. Conversely, in gingival recession, attachment loss 
can occur without an increased PPD,​1​ i.e. when gingiva and alveolar bone are lost at 
the same rate.​9​ Both gingival hyperplasia and gingival recession are markers of 
periodontal disease. 

In healthy teeth, the furcation (the area between the roots of multi-rooted teeth) is 
filled with alveolar bone.​9​ If the probe can be inserted into this area, bone loss is 
present.​11​ Bone loss can also be assessed by the degree of tooth mobility; the tooth 
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becomes mobile when the periodontal ligament is weakened, and the supporting 
alveolar bone is lost.​1,18  

The remaining essential element of periodontal assessment is radiography.​14,16,18,20 
Without radiography, the majority of periodontal pathology cannot be diagnosed, and 
the clinician cannot formulate an accurate treatment plan.​14​ In one study, 41.7% of 
cats with no abnormal findings on initial examination were found to have 
radiographic pathology.​21​ In the same study, of the cats that did have abnormal 
findings on the initial examination, 53.9% were found to have additional radiographic 
pathology.​14,21​ Dental radiography is, therefore, an essential part of any feline 
periodontal assessment.​1,9,12,14,18 

 

Misconception 3: Feline periodontal disease requires antibiotics 

Confusion about the pathogenesis of periodontal disease has, over time, led to the 
excessive use of antibiotics.​1​ Understanding the pathogenesis improves our 
understanding of proper treatment modalities​6​ and allows us to approach treatment 
logically.​13 

Periodontal disease can be divided into two stages: gingivitis and periodontitis.​12 
Gingivitis is the initial, and reversible, stage where inflammation is confined to the 
gingiva.​12​ Periodontitis develops secondarily as inflammation progresses and affects 
the deeper supporting structures.​12​ Periodontitis leads to attachment loss and 
irreversible bone loss.​12 

Periodontal disease develops when plaque (the specialised biofilm within the oral 
cavity​13​) incites the host’s immune response.​12,13,17​ The entire oral cavity is covered 
with a thin layer of glycoproteins called the pellicle,​9,13​ to which free-living bacteria 
attach.​9,13​ Secondary bacterial colonisers attach to the primary colonisers within a 
polysaccharide matrix, forming plaque,​13​ and a mature biofilm forms within 24 
hours.​13  

This biofilm protects the bacteria from antibiotics.​13​ Antibiotic doses that would kill 
free-living bacteria often fail to affect those within the biofilm.​13​ Furthermore, the 
bacteria in the biofilm can share resources; antibiotic-resistant bacteria can secrete a 
protective enzyme to benefit neighbouring bacteria,​13​ and plasmid transfer of 
resistance genes can occur between bacterial species.​13​ Consequently, bacteria 
within a biofilm are 1,000 to 1,500 times more resistant to antibiotics than free-living 
bacteria.​6,12​ Therefore, antibiotics alone are never an appropriate treatment for feline 
periodontal disease​9​ and should be reserved for patients with local or systemic signs 
of infection.​22 
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Gingivitis can usually be controlled by thorough cleaning.​22​ Daily use of chlorhexidine 
will prevent plaque accumulation and, consequently, gingivitis.​22​ However, 
pre-existing plaque must be removed mechanically.​22​ This is achieved either by 
brushing or by in-clinic treatment of 0.12% chlorhexidine lavage, supra- and 
subgingival scaling, polishing, and sulcal lavage.​12,23  

In contrast to gingivitis, periodontitis requires professional periodontal treatment.​22 
Periodontal pockets exceeding 0.5 mm require deep cleaning and, potentially, 
perioceutic treatment.​23​ Periodontal flap surgery or extraction is necessary when 
periodontal probing depths extend beyond the mucogingival junction.​17,23​ Similarly, 
stage 2 or 3 furcation exposures, mobility, and loss of gingiva all require surgery.​17,23 

Extractions and oral surgery induce a transient bacteremia, which is rapidly 
eliminated by a healthy immune system.​22​ Prophylactic antibiotics during surgery 
should, therefore, be reserved for immunosuppressed patients that cannot tolerate 
this bacteremia.​22  

 

Conclusion 

As vets, we meet many clients who would do anything for their cats. However, we 
frequently encounter ignorance, denial or resistance from clients about the state of 
their cats’ mouths. If we are proactive and debunk the old misconceptions, we can 
help those clients make the right decisions for their cats.  

 

  

https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/FIY8
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/FIY8
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/FIY8
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/KNQa+Gjtu
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/FIY8
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/Gjtu
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/v8et+Gjtu
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/v8et+Gjtu
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/FIY8
https://paperpile.com/c/sYImsg/FIY8


References 

1. Niemiec B, Gawor J, Nemec A, et al. ​World Small Animal Veterinary Association 
Global Dental Guidelines​. WSAVA; 2017. 
https://www.wsava.org/WSAVA/media/Documents/Guidelines/Dental-Guidleines
-for-endorsement_0.pdf​. 

2. International Cat Care. Cats deserve pain relief too. International Cat Care 
website. ​https://icatcare.org/campaigns/cats-deserve-pain-relief-too.​ Accessed 
January 28, 2019. 

3. International Cat Care. What is a cat? International Cat Care website. 
https://icatcare.org/advice/understanding-your-cat/what-cat.​ Accessed January 
28, 2019. 

4. Marshall-Jones ZV, Wallis CV, Allsopp JM, Colyer A, Davis IJ, Holcombe LJ. 
Assessment of dental plaque coverage by Quantitative Light-induced 
Fluorescence (QLF) in domestic short-haired cats. ​Res Vet Sci​. 
2017;111:99-107. doi:​10.1016/j.rvsc.2017.02.005 

5. Robinson NJ, Dean RS, Cobb M, Brennan ML. Investigating common clinical 
presentations in first opinion small animal consultations using direct observation. 
Vet Rec​. 2015;176(18):463. doi:​10.1136/vr.102751 

6. Niemiec B. The New Paradigm of Periodontal Disease and Therapy. In: Santos 
RR, ed. ​26th European Veterinary Dental Forum: Book of Proceedings​. 
European Veterinary Dental Society (EVDS); 2017:90-92. 

7. Pereira JS, Fragoso S, Beck A, Lavigne S, Varejão AS, da Graça Pereira G. 
Improving the feline veterinary consultation: the usefulness of Feliway spray in 
reducing cats’ stress. ​J Feline Med Surg​. 2016;18(12):959-964. 
doi:​10.1177/1098612X15599420 

8. Palmeira I, Fonseca MJ, Lafont-Lecuelle C, et al. Pain assessment in cats with 
dental pathology: the accuracy of a behavioral observation-based scale. In: 
Santos RR, ed. ​Book of Proceedings of the 26th European Veterinary Dental 
Forum​. European Veterinary Dental Society (EVDS); 2017:87. 

9. Perry R, Tutt C. Periodontal disease in cats: Back to basics--with an eye on the 
future. ​J Feline Med Surg​. 2015;17(1):45-65. doi:​10.1177/1098612X14560099 

10. Niemiec B. Proper diagnosis of periodontal disease. ​Today’s Veterinary 
Practice​. 2015;5(1):65-70. 
https://todaysveterinarypractice.epubxp.com/i/441560-jan-feb-2015. Accessed 
January 28, 2019​. 

11. Hennet P. Periodontal Disease in Cats 1 - Aetiology and Assessment. In: 
Amsterdam Feline Congress 2010 Proceedings​. International Society of Feline 
Medicine (ISFM); 2010:45-47. 

http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/hcYz
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/hcYz
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/hcYz
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/hcYz
https://www.wsava.org/WSAVA/media/Documents/Guidelines/Dental-Guidleines-for-endorsement_0.pdf
https://www.wsava.org/WSAVA/media/Documents/Guidelines/Dental-Guidleines-for-endorsement_0.pdf
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/hcYz
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/aB0F
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/aB0F
https://icatcare.org/campaigns/cats-deserve-pain-relief-too.
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/aB0F
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/aB0F
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/YDYv
https://icatcare.org/advice/understanding-your-cat/what-cat.
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/YDYv
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/YDYv
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/A4O1
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/A4O1
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/A4O1
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/A4O1
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/A4O1
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/A4O1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.rvsc.2017.02.005
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Ib38
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Ib38
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Ib38
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Ib38
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/vr.102751
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/fo4f
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/fo4f
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/fo4f
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/fo4f
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/fo4f
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/eeNL
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/eeNL
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/eeNL
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/eeNL
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/eeNL
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/eeNL
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1098612X15599420
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/FMc3
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/FMc3
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/FMc3
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/FMc3
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/FMc3
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/FMc3
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/xnq3
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/xnq3
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/xnq3
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/xnq3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1098612X14560099
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/W0Zl
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/W0Zl
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/W0Zl
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/W0Zl
https://todaysveterinarypractice.epubxp.com/i/441560-jan-feb-2015.%20Accessed%20January%2028,%202019
https://todaysveterinarypractice.epubxp.com/i/441560-jan-feb-2015.%20Accessed%20January%2028,%202019
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/W0Zl
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/A5Vu
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/A5Vu
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/A5Vu
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/A5Vu


12. Niemiec B. Current Concepts in Periodontal Disease and Therapy. In: 
Chicagoland Veterinary Conference Proceedings​. ; 
2018:https://www.vin.com/members/cms/project/defaultadv1.aspx?id=8454096&
pid=20777&. Accessed January 16, 2019. 

13. Partridge B. Small animal dental disease: part 1. ​Vet Times​. 2018;48(09):6-8. 
https://www.vettimes.co.uk/article/small-animal-dental-disease-part-1/. Accessed 
January 16, 2019​. 

14. Holmstrom SE, Bellows J, Juriga S, et al. 2013 AAHA dental care guidelines for 
dogs and cats. ​J Am Anim Hosp Assoc​. 2013;49(2):75-82. 
doi:​10.5326/JAAHA-MS-4013 

15. WSAVA. First Global Veterinary Dentistry Guidelines Unveiled by WSAVA 
[press release]. WSAVA website. 
https://www.wsava.org/WSAVA/media/Documents/Press%20Releases/WSAVA-
Guidelines-for-Veterinary-Dentistry-Unveiled-Final.pdf.​ Published September 24, 
2017. Accessed January 9, 2019. 

16. Southerden P, Reiter AM. Management of Periodontal Disease. In: Reiter AM, 
Gracis M, eds. ​BSAVA Manual of Canine and Feline Dentistry and Oral Surgery​. 
Wiley; 2018:137-171. 

17. Stepaniuk K. Practical advanced periodontal therapy. In: Santos RS, ed. 
Practical Advanced Periodontal Therapy​. European Veterinary Dental Society 
(EVDS); 2016:110-111. 

18. Clarke DE, Caiafa A. Oral examination in the cat: a systematic approach. ​J 
Feline Med Surg​. 2014;16(11):873-886. doi:​10.1177/1098612X14552364 

19. Manfra Marretta S, Leesman M, Burgess-Cassler A, McClure GD Jr, Buelow M, 
Finn M. Pilot evaluation of a novel test strip for the assessment of dissolved thiol 
levels, as an indicator of canine gingival health and periodontal status. ​Can Vet 
J​. 2012;53(12):1260-1265. ​https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23729822​. 

20. Neves IM, Viegas I, Venturini MM, et al. Clinical/research abstracts accepted for 
presentation at ISFM Congress 2018: Dental Pathology in Cats: Association 
Between Clinical and Radiographic Diagnosis. ​Journal of Feline Medicine and 
Surgery​. 2018;20(9):845-859. doi:​10.1177/1098612X18791875 

21. Verstraete FJ, Kass PH, Terpak CH. Diagnostic value of full-mouth radiography 
in cats. ​Am J Vet Res​. 1998;59(6):692-695. 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9622736​. 

22. Spohr A, Schjøth B, Wiinberg B, et al. ​Antibiotic Use Guidelines for Companion 
Animal Practice​. (Damborga P, Wenck A, eds.). Danish Small Animal Veterinary 
Association; 2013. 

23. Heinze CS, Niemiec BA. Halitosis and ptyalism. In: Santos RR, ed. ​Book of 
Proceedings of the 25th European Congress of Veterinary Dentistry​. European 

http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/KNQa
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/KNQa
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/KNQa
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/KNQa
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/KNQa
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/1HgN
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/1HgN
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/1HgN
https://www.vettimes.co.uk/article/small-animal-dental-disease-part-1/.%20Accessed%20January%2016,%202019
https://www.vettimes.co.uk/article/small-animal-dental-disease-part-1/.%20Accessed%20January%2016,%202019
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/1HgN
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/d0hC
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/d0hC
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/d0hC
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/d0hC
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/d0hC
http://dx.doi.org/10.5326/JAAHA-MS-4013
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/2oPI
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/2oPI
https://www.wsava.org/WSAVA/media/Documents/Press%20Releases/WSAVA-Guidelines-for-Veterinary-Dentistry-Unveiled-Final.pdf.
https://www.wsava.org/WSAVA/media/Documents/Press%20Releases/WSAVA-Guidelines-for-Veterinary-Dentistry-Unveiled-Final.pdf.
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/2oPI
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/2oPI
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Tpr4
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Tpr4
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Tpr4
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Tpr4
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Tpr4
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/v8et
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/v8et
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/v8et
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/v8et
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/vz6d
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/vz6d
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/vz6d
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/vz6d
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1098612X14552364
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/bBjc
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/bBjc
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/bBjc
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/bBjc
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/bBjc
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/bBjc
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23729822
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/bBjc
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/6kJ6
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/6kJ6
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/6kJ6
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/6kJ6
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/6kJ6
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/6kJ6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1098612X18791875
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/OEK0
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/OEK0
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/OEK0
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/OEK0
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9622736
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/OEK0
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/FIY8
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/FIY8
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/FIY8
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/FIY8
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/FIY8
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Gjtu
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Gjtu
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Gjtu
http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Gjtu


Veterinary Dental Society (EVDS); 2016:74-87. 

 

http://paperpile.com/b/sYImsg/Gjtu

