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You are probably familiar with dental X-rays from your trips to the dentist over the years. But what is the purpose of these X-rays, and why do we need them? Dentists use dental X-rays (radiographs) to diagnose dental disease or damage that is not visible on a clinical oral examination. These X-rays indicate recommendations for treatment that your
dentist may or may not make. Learn more about dental X-rays, how they work, what they detect, and the risks associated with them. ArtistGNDphotography / Getty Images During your dental X-ray, a small amount of electromagnetic radiation is used to create an X-ray image of your teeth, roots, gums, jaw, and facial bones. Like other forms of X-rays,
dental radiographs work by sending a type of energy that is absorbed by solid objects but passes through less dense tissues, like your skin. The solid objects (teeth and bones) absorb the energy and appear lighter on the X-ray image. This gives your dentist an internal view of your oral health. The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and
American Dental Association recommend that the frequency of dental X-rays should be decided on a case-by-case basis, based on the caries (tooth decay or cavity) risk assessment. Some people are more prone to tooth decay, and this will affect the dental X-ray frequency that a dentist recommends. Your caries risk also changes over time. Dental X-
rays can detect various abnormalities in your oral health, including early detection of dental issues that weren't found on a visual oral exam. This is useful, as your dentist can recommend certain treatments (for example, braces, implants, or wisdom teeth removal) based on your results. Some of the things your dentist will examine in your dental X-
rays include: Position, size, and number of teethChanges in the root canalBone loss in the jaw or facial bonesBone fracturesTooth decay, including between teeth or under fillingsAbscesses and cystsImpaction of teethHow the upper and lower teeth fit together In children and young adults, dentists also look for the presence (including number and
size) of the teeth that have not yet grown in. This includes the adult teeth, wisdom teeth, or molars. They also look at the spacing within the jaw to determine how and if the adult teeth will fit when they grow in. Dentists use different types of dental X-rays to examine different aspects of your oral health. Some types are better suited than others for
what your dentist is assessing. The main types of dental X-rays include: Bitewing: You will bite down on a biting tab during this X-ray. The image displays the crown of your top and bottom teeth. These are typically taken every six to 12 months for children and six to 18 months for adults, although the American Dental Association has stated that they
can be administered less frequently for some people.Periapical: The image displays the whole tooth, from the crown to the root. These are typically taken as a way for your dentist to examine specific teeth that are symptomatic, and can reveal abnormalities in the bone or root.Occlusal: This type of X-ray displays all the upper or lower teeth in one



image. They are used less frequently than other types of dental X-rays, but can show issues in an arch of teeth, such as impactions or extra teeth.Panoramic: For this type of X-ray, you will likely stand or sit in a specialized machine that rotates around your head. The X-ray shows your jaw, upper set, and lower set of teeth all in one image. These are
used most often in braces or surgery planning, and otherwise completed every three to five years.Cephalometric: This image shows the profile view of the face, and can identify issues with the airway or how the upper and lower jaw fit together. Like other forms of X-rays, dental radiographs carry risk associated with radiation. However, according to
the American Dental Association, radiation exposure associated with dental X-rays is minimal, compared with the average person's total exposure from natural and human-made sources in their daily life. It is actually riskier not to have recommended dental X-rays and potentially miss out on early diagnosis of dental disease or damage. During your
dental X-ray, the technician will place a lead apron, and often a thyroid collar, on you. This protects your organs from minimal radiation they do not need to be exposed to. Dentists also adhere to the "as low as reasonably achievable (ALARA)" principle, as set forth in the 1973 International Commission on Radiologic Protection. This ensures that X-ray
exposure is justifiable and as low as reasonably achievable. If you are pregnant, talk to your dentist about whether you should undergo dental X-rays. You will likely make a decision together based on the risks and benefits of your unique situation. The evidence on dental X-ray safety for pregnant people is mixed. Some studies show an association
between maternal dental X-rays and low birth weight, and other studies show no effect. The current official position of both the American Dental Association and the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists is that dental X-rays during pregnancy are safe and, like all other dental X-rays, frequency should be determined on a case-by-case
basis. The FDA recommends that pregnant operators of dental X-rays wear a personal dosimeter to monitor radiation exposure levels, in addition to their normal protection gear and barrier. There is a large body of research examining the relationship between dental X-rays and meningioma (brain or spinal cord tumor) or thyroid cancer. A recent
systematic review and meta-analysis, the highest form of research, found that exposure to multiple dental X-rays across the lifetime is associated with a small increase in the risk of thyroid cancer and meningioma. However, the study notes that recent widespread adoption of thyroid collars during dental X-rays, study biases, and lack of evidence may
influence the applicability of results. Still, the authors recommended reducing diagnostic radiation exposure as much as possible. Dentists use different types of dental radiographs (X-rays) to identify oral damage or disease that they cannot view during a clinical examination. Using these X-rays, they can provide early diagnosis and recommend the
most appropriate treatment. There are some risks associated with X-rays because of the radiation, but the benefits of identifying oral disease early outweigh the risk. Dental X-rays are an important part of keeping healthy. They are fast and painless, but if you do experience discomfort, you can ask your technician to make adjustments. If you have any
concerns about the risks of dental X-rays, discuss it with your dentist. They can explain the reasons for and frequency of X-rays, as well as the steps they take to keep you safe and limit radiation exposure. Frequently Asked Questions How many dental X-rays are safe to go through in a day? There isn't an exact number of dental X-rays that are safe to
have done in one day. Your dentist will follow the ALARA (as low as reasonably achievable) principles of justifying the need for X-rays, and reducing exposure to X-ray radiation. Membership Updates to our Terms of Use Quote Pages Should I sell my fund if it got downgraded? Quote Pages How do I compare investments across investment universes?
Membership What'’s the difference between Morningstar Basic and Morningstar Premium? Membership How do I update my profile information? Portfolio Where can I find help for Portfolio Manager? Click here or from the home page, click on Plan > Personal Finance > Instant X-Ray Use Instant X-ray to Evaluate your asset allocation and sector
weightings, uncover concentrated positions, and view the stock holdings behind your mutual funds. See a sample X-Ray report here. Enter the tickers you want to evaluate and click Show Instant X-ray. Transparency is how we protect the integrity of our work and keep empowering investors to achieve their goals and dreams. And we have unwavering
standards for how we keep that integrity intact, from our research and data to our policies on content and your personal data. We’d like to share more about how we work and what drives our day-to-day business. We sell different types of products and services to both investment professionals and individual investors. These products and services are
usually sold through license agreements or subscriptions. Our investment management business generates asset-based fees, which are calculated as a percentage of assets under management. We also sell both admissions and sponsorship packages for our investment conferences and advertising on our websites and newsletters. How we use your
information depends on the product and service that you use and your relationship with us. We may use it to:Verify your identity, personalize the content you receive, or create and administer your account.Provide specific products and services to you, such as portfolio management or data aggregation.Develop and improve features of our
offerings.Gear advertisements and other marketing efforts towards your interests. To learn more about how we handle and protect your data, visit our privacy center. Maintaining independence and editorial freedom is essential to our mission of empowering investor success. We provide a platform for our authors to report on investments fairly,
accurately, and from the investor’s point of view. We also respect individual opinions--they represent the unvarnished thinking of our people and exacting analysis of our research processes. Our authors can publish views that we may or may not agree with, but they show their work, distinguish facts from opinions, and make sure their analysis is
clear and in no way misleading or deceptive. To further protect the integrity of our editorial content, we keep a strict separation between our sales teams and authors to remove any pressure or influence on our analyses and research. Read our editorial policy to learn more about our process.
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