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Dental Care for Dogs and Cats 

Dogs and cats lose their 'baby' teeth at around 6 months of age, 

replacing them with permanent adult teeth. These teeth then have 

to last the rest of the pet's life, so it is important that we look after 

them properly.  

 Dental disease is one of the most common medical conditions 

seen in dogs and cats. By the age of three, the vast majority of 

pets have some evidence of periodontal disease. While this starts 

as a simple build-up of plaque and tartar, left untreated it leads to 

painful gums, tooth loss, and can even allow bacteria to enter the 

bloodstream and affect vital organs like the heart, liver, and 

kidneys   

  

Causes of Dental Disease  

Progressive Periodontal disease  

This is the most common type of dental disease in dogs and cats. 

It is a progressive condition that develops in distinct stages:  

1. Plaque Formation: Within hours of eating, a sticky, invisible 

film of bacteria, saliva, and food particles called plaque 

forms over the teeth.  

2. Tartar (Calculus) Development: If plaque is not brushed 

away, the minerals in your pet's saliva start to harden it into 

tartar within just 24 to 48 hours. Tartar is the hard, yellow-
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brown substance you can see on the teeth and cannot be 

removed by brushing alone.  

3. Gingivitis: As tartar accumulates along and under the 

gumline, the bacteria irritate the gums, causing them to 

become red, swollen, and inflamed (gingivitis). This is the 

last reversible stage of dental disease.  

4.  Advanced Periodontal Disease: If left untreated, the 

inflammation progresses deep under the gums, destroying 

the bone and ligaments that hold the teeth in place. This 

leads to painful, loose teeth, root abscesses, and eventual 

tooth loss.  

  

Fractured (Broken) teeth  

In addition to progressive dental disease, broken teeth are a very 

common problem, particularly in dogs.  

• Common Causes: Fractures most often occur when dogs 

chew on items that are too hard for their teeth, such as deer 

antlers, marrow bones, stones, or hard nylon toys. 

Trauma (like catching a hard object or a fall) can also cause 

fractures. The large chewing teeth at the back (carnassials) 

and the large fangs (canines) are the most frequently 

broken.  

• The Danger of Exposed Pulp:   
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Fractures may be very superficial involving the tip of the crown or, 

deeper exposing the pulp cavity. If a tooth fractures and exposes 

the inner pulp cavity (the pink or black spot in the centre of the 

tooth containing the nerve and blood supply), this can be more 

painful and allow bacteria to enter the tooth and the underlying 

bone resulting in a tooth root abscess.  

• Treatment: We recommend that fractured teeth are 

assessed and radiographed under anaesthetic to check for 

pulp cavity exposure and evidence of tooth devitalisation 

and/or abscess formation.  When teeth have a superficial 

chip fracture they may be stable or require referral for 

planing and sealing to prevent further problems. When the 

pulp cavity is exposed it is often best to remove the tooth but 

there may also be the option of referral to a dental specialist 

for root canal treatment. Please discuss this with your vet if 

you are interested. It is recommended that teeth which have 

undergone root canal treatment are assessed and 

radiographed under anaesthetic every 6-12 months.  

  

Resorptive Lesions (Cats only)  

Resorptive lesions are seen almost exclusively in cats (rarely in 

dogs or people). In this condition the cats own cells eat away at 

the tooth enamel and expose the dentine and eventually the pulp 

underneath. This can be very painful and you may see your cat 

juddering their jaw or dropping food.   
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The  process often starts where the tooth meets the gum and you 

will sometimes seen bright red pulp here or an area where it looks 

like the gum has grown up to cover part of the crown. Eventually 

the structural integrity of the tooth is weakened and the crown 

may be lost leaving the roots behind.  

Because the process often starts at or below the gum line, dental 

radiographs are needed to identify resorption especially in the 

earlier stages. For this reason all cat dental procedures at Acorn 

House have full mouth radiographs included as standard in the 

dental assessment price.  

Unfortunately the only treatment for teeth affected by resorption is 

removal of the affected tooth. The type of resorption and 

extraction procedure required is determined by the appearance of 

the affected tooth on dental radiographs.  

Despite extensive research the exact cause of this condition 

remains unknown, and currently there is no known treatment to 

prevent tooth resorption in our feline friends.  

  

Recognising the Signs of Dental Disease  

Pets are instinctively good at hiding pain and will rarely stop 

eating just because their teeth hurt. Keep an eye out for these 

more subtle signs:  

• Bad breath (Halitosis): Often the first sign owners 

notice,  usually indicating a build up of bacteria.  
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• Visible tartar: Yellow or brown staining on the teeth, 

particularly near the gumline.  

• Red, swollen, or bleeding gums: Healthy gums should be 

a light bubble gum or salmon-pink colour.  

• Teeth which are  loose or have exposed roots  

• Changes in eating habits: Chewing on one side of the 

mouth, dropping food, or showing a sudden preference for 

wet food over biscuits.  

• Behavioural changes: Pawing at the mouth, drooling 

excessively, or showing reluctance to have their head 

touched.  

  

What should we be doing to look after our pet's teeth?  

Good dental care is broadly the same in cats and dogs as it is in 

people:  

1. Daily home care  

2. Regular examination of the mouth by a dental professional 

(every 6-12 months)  

3. Cleaning (scaling ) the teeth, further assessment and treatment 

under anaesthetic if any concerns are identified on the annual 

examination.  

  

1. Daily home care  
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Brushing  

Just like in people regular brushing is best!  

Brushing your pets teeth teeth, ideally daily, but at least 5 times a 

week is the best way to keep your pets teeth and gums in good 

condition. Remember tartar can begin to form in as little as 48 

hours.  

Pet toothpastes are available from the veterinary surgery, pet 

shops and online and should be tasty (so that your pet looks 

forward to tooth brushing), non-toxic, non-foaming and ideally 

contain additional enzymes to help break down plaque.  

Pet toothbrushes can be rubber 'finger brushes' that slip over a 

finger like thimble (good when you first set out, so that you can 

feel what you are doing); textured cloths; or proper, soft 

toothbrushes (dog toothbrushes have a longer handle and more 

angled head than a human toothbrush).  

Your main aim is to brush the outside of the teeth along each side 

of your pet's mouth. Pay particular attention to the area where the 

tooth meets the gum. Don't worry about brushing the insides of 

the teeth unless you and your dog are very proficient at tooth 

brushing, as problems develop much more slowly on this part of 

the tooth. Usually, the most important teeth to brush are the upper 

canines (fangs) and the upper back molars (the grinding teeth 

right at the back, behind your pet's upper lip).  
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We have a video of our nurses brushing their dog's teeth 

available on our  website 

https://www.acornhousevets.co.uk/services/dental-care/  

and our veterinary nurses offer free of charge dental brushing 

demonstrations and advice (please book at Reception).  

  

Oral gels  

A slow-release oral hygiene paste (Dentihex) is now available 

which coats the teeth and slowly releases antiseptic and anti-

plaque properties over 24 hrs. It can be applied along the gumline 

using the applicator provided, but even putting a small amount 

anywhere into the pet's mouth will be beneficial as it spreads 

throughout the mouth in the saliva. This is probably the next best 

option after brushing and should be done daily.  

  

Dental Chews and diets  

Various dental chews and treats have been designed to scrape or 

scrub the teeth as your pet chews. This is not a perfect solution 

as dogs have 42 teeth and cats have 30 and not all of them are 

involved in chewing, even fed regularly they may not make a 

significant difference and some varieties can have a high calorie 

content so should not be fed excessively.  

Specific veterinary dental diets such as Hills t/d Dental Care and 

Royal Canin Dental feature kibble that is specially designed to 

https://www.acornhousevets.co.uk/services/dental-care/
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clean the teeth. The kibble is oversized and contains a specific 

matrix of fibres that holds the biscuit together as the tooth 

penetrates it, effectively wiping the tooth surface clean rather than 

shattering immediately. Dental diets would need to be fed daily 

and make up at least 50% of your pets diet to have a positive 

effect.  

Look for products that have been awarded the VOHC (Veterinary 

Oral Health Council) seal of acceptance.  

  

Dietary supplements  

Dietary additives such as Plaque-off are powders added to food 

or water that are absorbed in the gastrointestinal tract and aim to 

alter the composition of saliva making it more difficult for plaque 

the earliest stage of progressive dental disease to stick to the 

teeth.  

  

Once tartar the yellowish brown visible substance is attached to 

teeth it is very unlikely that any home care method will remove it. 

Book a dental assessment with your vet. Cleaning the teeth under 

anaesthetic at this stage will slow down the progression of dental 

disease helping to preserve the teeth and give you a clean base 

for effective home care moving forward.  

  

What about teeth cleaning at the groomers?  
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You may see services offering "anaesthesia-free" teeth cleaning 

or scaling, often performed by groomers or at pet shops. While 

avoiding a general anaesthetic may sound appealing,  all 

veterinary professionals strongly advise against these procedures 

for several critical reasons:  

• They do not allow a full dental examination to be performed 

which may result in important diagnoses being missed or 

delayed  

• It is not possible to clean all surfaces of the teeth and the 

most important subgingival area (just under the gum line) 

which is the key site from which periodontal disease, 

including bone loss and ligament loosening, advances 

from.   

• By superficially cleaning the visible part of the teeth owners 

can be lulled into a false sense of security delaying the 

delivery of effective oral care which is likely to ultimately lead 

to a higher number of tooth extractions being required.  

• They may cause discomfort, pain and or distress to animal. If 

your pet is not comfortable with you brushing their teeth at 

home they are unlikely to be comfortable with an 

anaesthesia free dental procedure.  

For further information please see the document below endorsed 

by the RCVS, British and European Veterinary Dental 

Associations  
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https://www.rcvs.org.uk/sites/default/files/2026-02/anaesthesia-

free-dental-procedures.pdf  

If you have any concerns about a dental procedure under 

anaesthetic for your pet, please discuss this with your veterinary 

surgeon.  

  

2. Regular examination by a veterinary surgeon  

All pets should have a full health check every year, and more 

often if they are elderly or unwell. A full health check includes an 

examination of your pet's teeth, gums and mouth. For many pets, 

this health check happens when they come to the veterinary 

surgery for their annual vaccination, but you can book your pet in 

to see the vet at any time of the year. It is a condition of many 

insurance policies that this examination is performed every year 

and recorded on your pet's clinical notes.  

At Acorn House, we use a standardised grading scheme for 

dental disease, so that every pet receives a dental grade from 0 

(no gum or dental disease) to 4 (severe dental disease) and any 

teeth with fractures or resorptive lesions in them are also 

recorded.  

  

3. Further cleaning, assessment and treatment by a 

veterinary surgeon  

https://www.rcvs.org.uk/sites/default/files/2026-02/anaesthesia-free-dental-procedures.pdf
https://www.rcvs.org.uk/sites/default/files/2026-02/anaesthesia-free-dental-procedures.pdf
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If the regular examination detects any problems, further 

assessment and treatment is needed. Cats and dogs with a 

dental grade of 2 or higher, and/or any fractures or resorptive 

lesions fall into this category. This stage of treatment is performed 

with your pet asleep under anaesthetic, as this is the only way 

that we can thoroughly examine and treat the teeth in cats and 

dogs.   

All pets are given a vet check and a small blood test just before 

the anaesthetic, to make sure that it is safe for the anaesthetic to 

go ahead. All anaesthetised pets receive constant monitoring, 

with oxygen, intravenous fluids, and blood pressure monitoring as 

standard.  

The veterinary surgeon will clean the plaque and tartar from every 

surface of every tooth and importantly the subgingival space, 

using an ultrasonic scaler. In pets that do not tolerate tooth 

brushing, or even those that do, but are unlucky enough to 

develop tartar build-up despite this, an annual anaesthetic and 

thorough descale of the teeth will quite likely be all that is needed 

to keep the mouth in good condition so that teeth do not become 

loose or rotten and require extraction.   

Once the teeth have been thoroughly cleaned, the veterinary 

surgeon can examine the teeth and gums in detail. A dental probe 

can be used to check that the gums are firmly attached all around 

each tooth, and a careful check is made for any additional 

damage, such as fractures or resorptive lesions that may have 

been hidden underneath the tartar.  
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If any of the teeth appear to be damaged, the veterinary surgeon 

will recommend that dental Xray’s are taken, so that we can see 

what is happening to the tooth root , inside the tooth and the 

surrounding jaw bone.  

Sometimes x-rays show that the damage to the teeth is minor and 

no further action is needed. Other times, if the tooth is irreversibly 

damaged and likely to cause discomfort or infection in the near 

future, the veterinary surgeon will telephone you and recommend 

that the tooth is extracted. Remember that cats and dogs have a 

lot more teeth than we do, so even if several teeth are extracted, 

they will still have plenty left! Once the extraction sites have 

healed, the gums become very hard and tough, so that even dogs 

and cats with very few teeth can still happily eat biscuits.   

What is involved in tooth extraction?  

Cats and dogs have some teeth with short, simple, cone-shaped 

roots and these teeth are usually quite straightforward to extract. 

Other teeth, such as the long canine (fang) teeth, and the back 

molar (chewing) teeth have very long roots. Extracting these teeth 

is similar to extracting wisdom teeth from people - surgery is 

needed to lift a flap of gum and bone up, so that the long roots 

can be removed, and then the gum is stitched back down using 

dissolving stitches. x-rays are taken of the teeth before and after 

extraction, to make sure that the roots are all removed completely 

and the surrounding jaw bone is in good condition.  

Can there be complications with tooth extraction?  
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Exactly the same difficulties that human dentists may encounter 

when removing people's teeth can occur when veterinary 

surgeons remove pets' teeth. Extractions, particularly of the large 

teeth with long roots, can lead to discomfort at the extraction site 

for several days and all pets having extractions will be sent home 

with pain relief medication for this reason.  

Like other surgical sites extraction sites can become infected or 

the stitches break down. Research has shown that for most 

uncomplicated tooth extractions giving antibiotics does not alter 

the course of healing. Alongside human medical 

professionals  veterinary teams are working hard to reduce non-

essential antibiotic use to prevent the development of resistant 

bacteria, we also do not want to unnecessarily use oral 

medication which may be more difficult to give directly after a 

dental procedure when they are not needed. For these reasons 

antibiotics are not given routinely for tooth extractions, 

however  they may be prescribed in cases of severe periodontal 

disease in multiple teeth or where the bone is infected.   

Sometimes, the root of a tooth may be exceptionally difficult to 

remove, or the root may move into a position where it is not safe 

to reach it. In these circumstances it can be appropriate to leave 

the root fragment where it is and monitor to make sure that the 

root is not causing any problems, rather than cause additional 

trauma trying to retrieve it. Alternatively, referral to a specialist 

may be offered.   
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In elderly dogs and cats with significant periodontal disease 

affecting a number of teeth, the jaw bone may have become very 

weak over the years. If this is the case, it can be that the only 

thing holding the jaw together is the tartar on the teeth! Simply 

cleaning the tartar off, or removing the diseased teeth, may mean 

that the jaw bone on its own is not strong enough, and the jaw 

may fracture during the dental process or over the next few days 

when the dog tries to bite and chew. Taking x-rays before 

extracting teeth helps us to identify which dogs and cats are at 

risk of this complication, and if it occurs, the jaw should heal with 

supportive care.  

Summary  

• Dogs and cats need regular dental care to keep their mouths 

comfortable and healthy.  

• If you can, brush your pet's teeth daily  

• Have your pet's teeth checked by the vet every year  

• If your pet develops plaque and tartar on the teeth, have the 

teeth descaled under general anaesthetic. Having this 

procedure done at an earlier stage will delay the progression 

of periodontal disease, reduce tooth loss and give you a 

clean base to start effective home care.  It may be necessary 

to do this regularly (maybe every year), if you are unable to 

brush.   

• It is much nicer for your pet to have regular cleaning at home 

and/or under anaesthetic than it is to wait for several years 
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and then have to have lots of teeth extracted or suffer from a 

painful tooth root abscess.  

• Some cats are genetically prone to resorptive lesions. 

Unfortunately these cats will require extractions regardless 

of how well you keep the teeth clean.  

  

Pricing  

It is often not possible to see exactly what dental work needs 

doing until your dog or cat is asleep and the teeth have been 

cleaned and examined properly. For this reason, it is important 

that we have a telephone number for you whilst your pet is 

staying with us for dental treatment. The veterinary surgeon can 

telephone you once the teeth have been cleaned and assessed 

and advise you as to any further treatment that is suggested, 

along with the associated costs. At this point you can let the vet 

know whether to go ahead with the recommended treatment 

straight away, or whether to wake your pet up and schedule the 

treatment for another time. A general pricing guide is provided 

here:  

Dental assessment and cleaning:  

 Includes: mini blood test, pre-medication drugs, general 

anaesthetic and monitoring, intravenous fluids, tooth assessment 

and cleaning and dental home care of toothpaste and brush OR 

long-acting plaque protection paste)  
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  Dental assessment  and 

cleaning under  general 

anaesthetic  

(full mouth radiographs 

included  for cats only)  

  

Acorn Health Club 

discount  

(10%)  

Cats  £484*  £48.40  

Dogs      <10kg  £415  £41.50  

Dogs      >10-

25kg  

£450  £45.00  

Dogs      >25-

40kg  

£490  £49.00  

Dogs      >40-

60kg  

£535  £53.50  

Dogs       >60kg  £585  £58.50  

  

*In line with Cat Friendly clinic recommendations, for Cats only, 

full mouth radiographs are included in the dental assessment 

price.  

For dogs, where radiographs are performed to examine the teeth 

further but no extractions are required, these are priced 

separately.  
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Dental extractions:   

This fee is charged in addition to the dental assessment fee and 

includes: pre and post extraction radiographs, a surgical pack, 

local anaesthetic, suture material, two post-op checks, and 5 days 

standard pain relief.  

  1-2 

Extractions  

3-5 

Extractions  

6-10 

Extractions  

11+ 

Extractions  

Cat  £307  £397  £567  £685  

Dog  £397  £497  £667  £785  

  

  

Insurance  

Some insurance policies cover any type of dental treatment as 

long as your pet has a dental check up every year and you follow 

the advice given at each check up.  

Others do not pay out for dental conditions at all.  

Many insurance companies only pay for dental disease if it is the 

result of an accident (fractured teeth) or medical condition 

(resorptive lesions).  

Ask your veterinary surgeon to write down what type of dental 

disease your pet has so that you can check with your insurance 

company to see if you are covered.  
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Acorn Health Club Discount  

Pets enrolled in the Acorn Health Club receive a 10% discount on 

the price of the Dental Assessment and Cleaning. More 

information about the Acorn Health Club including benefits and 

savings can be found on our website;  

https://www.acornhousevets.co.uk/services/acorn-health-club/   

  

Referral  

In complex cases, your veterinary surgeon may recommend 

referral to a specialist pet dentist.   

Your pet's dental score today  

Grade                   

        

Description       

              

Recommendation                         

                        

Grade 0  

  

No plaque or 

gingivitis 

present  

Preventative brushing  

If not possible, dental diets and 

chews  

  

Grade 1  

  

Mild plaque and 

gingivitis  

Preventative brushing  

If not possible, dental diets and 

chews  

Grade 2  Mild to 

moderate tartar 

Dental evaluation and treatment 

under anaesthetic in the next 3 

https://www.acornhousevets.co.uk/services/acorn-health-club/
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and gingivitis on 

multiple teeth  

months. Then preventative 

dental care as above.  

Grade 3  Heavy tartar 

and periodontal 

disease with 

bone loss/ 

wobbly teeth  

Dental evaluation and treatment 

under anaesthetic in the next 

month. Then preventative dental 

care as above.  

  

Grade 4  

  

Severe tartar, 

periodontal 

disease, wobbly 

teeth  

Dental evaluation and treatment 

under anaesthetic in the next 

month. Then preventative dental 

care as above.  

  

Fracture (F)  

  

  Recommend anaesthetic in the 

next month to assess fracture 

and extract tooth if necessary.  

Resorptive 

lesion (R)  

  Recommend anaesthetic in the 

next month with evaluation and 

extraction of resorptive teeth. X 

rays of all teeth are taken to look 

for additional affected teeth.  

  

Your veterinary 

surgeon has 

assessed:  

  

Dental grade:  

  

  

  

Recommendation:  
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${patient.name}  

  

On:   

    

  

Estimate:  

  

  

  

 


