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What is root canal treatment? 

Root canal treatment is a dental procedure used to treat infection and swelling 

(inflammation) within the root canal system. The root canal system is found in the centre of 

the tooth, and runs through the part of the tooth above the gum (the crown), down to the tip 

of the root, and contains nerves and blood vessels. 

During root canal treatment, inflamed tissue and infection within the root canal system is 

removed and the inside of the tooth is filled with an artificial filling material. Root canal 

retreatment can also involve taking out and replacing an existing root canal treatment when 

it has failed.  

 

Why do I need root canal treatment? 

Root canal treatment is needed when the root canal system becomes inflamed or infected.  

Common causes include:  

• Tooth decay 

• Deep fillings 

• Leakage under an old filling or crown 

• Repeated replacement of fillings 

• Cracks or fractures in teeth 

• A physical trauma to your face or mouth, such as a car accident or sports injury 
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Signs and symptoms 

A number of different signs and symptoms may suggest that root canal treatment is needed: 

• Long lasting pain (sensitivity) caused by hot and cold 

• Severe toothache 

• Changes to the colour of the tooth 

• Swelling of the gum next to the tooth 

• Tenderness of the tooth when biting or chewing 

Some teeth that need root canal treatment do not give any pain or problems and are found from 

dental X-rays.  

 

X-rays (radiographs) of root canal treatment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12 year old boy who fell off his bike and 

fractured his upper front teeth. The black 

shadows at the ends of the root show infection.  

X-ray showing completed root canal treatment. 

The root canals have been cleaned and filled 

and the black shadows at the end of the roots 

are healing. 
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What does root canal treatment involve? 

You will have a local anaesthetic just like when a filling is done. Root canal treatment is usually 

painless and you should immediately tell the dentist if you feel any discomfort. 

 

• A protective sheet called a rubber dam is placed 

over the tooth during root canal treatment. The 

rubber dam prevents saliva and mouth bacteria 

entering the root canal system and causing further 

infection. Root canal treatment is less likely to be 

successful if a rubber dam is not used. This picture 

shows a tooth isolated with a rubber dam. The metal 

bracket keeps the rubber dam in place.  

 

• Once the rubber dam is in place a small opening is made through the tooth to allow access to 

the root canal system.  

• Infected tissue is removed and the root canal system is cleaned and shaped.  

• The root canal system is regularly flushed with a weak bleach (sodium hypochlorite) to 

remove bacteria. Root canal treatment is less likely to be successful if sodium hypochlorite is 

not used.  

• X-rays are normally taken before, during and after root canal treatment. 

• After the root canal system has been  cleaned and shaped, the root canals are filled with a 

rubber like material called ‘gutta-percha’.  

• The opening in the crown of the tooth is then sealed with a filling. 

After root canal treatment we usually recommend that the tooth is protected with a crown. A crown 

is a cap that fits over the tooth. The crown helps prevent reinfection of the root canal system and 

protects against tooth fracture. A tooth that has had root canal treatment is 6 times more likely to 

fracture if it is not crowned. If you have your root canal treatment at Glenfield Hospital, your own 

dentist would need to provide any crown work that is needed. 

 

How long does root canal treatment take? 

Root canal treatment is a time consuming procedure that usually needs multiple long 

appointments. Although, root canal treatment can sometimes be completed in 1 visit it usually 

takes 2 or 3 visits. If you have treatment in the department each visit will normally last 90 minutes. 

When the treatment is carried out over several visits, a temporary filling is placed to seal the tooth 

between each visit. If the temporary filling is lost between visits you should go to your own dentist 

for a replacement temporary filling to prevent reinfection of the root canals.  
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What are the risks of having root canal treatment? 

• It is common to have minor discomfort and tenderness immediately after root canal treatment 

and for a few days afterwards. This can usually be managed with over the counter painkillers.  

• Pain and swelling is unusual but can happen. If you feel severe pain or swelling after 

treatment you should contact your own dentist for advice.  

• The files that are used during root canal treatment can occasionally break within the tooth. 

• The files that are used during root canal treatment may occasionally perforate through the 

side of the root. 

• It is not always possible to locate root canals or get all the way to the bottom of the root canal 

system. If this happens, root canal treatment is more likely to fail. 

• Root canal treatment may fail and the tooth may need to be taken out (extracted).  

 

Can all teeth have root canal treatment? 

No, not all teeth can have root canal treatment.  

Root canal treatment can only be done if the root canals are accessible and can be cleaned and 

sealed. 

Root canal treatment is not appropriate if your oral hygiene is poor or you have uncontrolled tooth 

decay or gum disease. In these situations you will be returned to your dentist for treatment to make 

the rest of your mouth healthy. 

Your tooth will need good bone support and enough healthy tooth above the gum line to support an 

artificial crown. 

 

Are there any alternative treatments? 

Alternative treatment options that may be discussed include: 

• Having the tooth taken out (extraction). You will then have a gap instead of a tooth. We do not 

usually recommend extraction when root canal treatment is likely to be successful. 

• Apical surgery is done on a tooth with a persistent infection. The root tip and any infection is 

removed. A small filling is then placed to seal the root tip. Apical surgery is usually done using 

local anaesthetic and is not always successful. Apical surgery is also linked with: 

 - a risk of pain after surgery 

 - bleeding 

 - gum recession 

 - swelling 

 - infection 

 Apical surgery is only usually considered when the tooth has a satisfactory root canal 

 treatment. 



Leicester’s Hospitals is a research active trust so you may find research happening on your 
ward or in your clinic. To find out about the benefits of research and become involved yourself, 
speak to your clinician or nurse, call 0116 258 8351 or visit www.leicestersresearch.nhs.uk/
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If you would like this information in another language or format such as EasyRead  

or Braille, please telephone 0116 250 2959 or email equality@uhl-tr.nhs.uk 

 اگر آپ کو یہ معلومات کسی اور زبان میں درکار ہیں، تو براہِ کرم مندرجہ ذیل نمبر پر ٹیلی فون کریں۔ 
خرى، الرجاء الاتصال على رقم الهاتف الذي يظهر في الأسفل على 

ُ
هذہ المعلومات بلغةٍ أ  

જો તમને અન્ય ભાષામાાં આ માહિતી જોઈતી િોય, તો નીચ ેઆપેલ નાંબર પર કૃપા કરી ટેલલફોન કરો 

 ਜੇ ਤੁਸੀਂ ਇਹ ਜਾਣਕਾਰੀ ਕਕਸੇ ਹੋਰ ਭਾਸ਼ਾ ਕਿਚ ਚਾਹੁੁੰ ਦੇ ਹੋ, ਤਾਂ ਕਕਰਪਾ ਕਰਕੇ ਹੇਠਾਂ ਕਦਿੱ ਤੇ ਗਏ ਨੁੰ ਬਰ ‘ਤੇ ਟੈਲੀਫੋਨ ਕਰੋ। 
Aby uzyskać informacje w innym języku, proszę zadzwonić pod podany niżej numer telefonu 

Who will do my root canal treatment?  

Root canal treatment is usually carried out by your own dentist. However, some teeth are more 

complicated to treat and may benefit from treatment in a hospital. There is information on our 

website about the type of teeth we can provide root canal treatment for. Please visit 

www.leicestershospitals.nhs.uk/aboutus/departments-services/dental-services 

Examples of teeth that we may treat: 

• Teeth with roots that have curves or unusual shapes 

• Young teeth with roots that have not formed properly 

• Fractured roots 

• Teeth containing broken root canal instruments or broken posts 

• Teeth with very narrow root canals that your dentist has been unable to locate 

• People who have received radiotherapy to the tooth area of the jaws or have been on 

bisphosphonate therapy for a long period of time. 

 

Contact details 

Department of Orthodontics & Restorative Dentistry: 0116 258 3525 / 3526  

http://www.leicestersresearch.nhs.uk/patient-and-public-involvement/
http://www.leicestersresearch.nhs.uk/patient-and-public-involvement/
https://www.leicestershospitals.nhs.uk/aboutus/departments-services/dental-services/

