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High-Quality Dental Cleanings 
for Animals Simply Not  
Possible Without Anesthesia 
By Tony M. Woodward, DVM, AVDC
Special to the Voice

Note: The following article is reprinted from the 
CVMA Voice, Issue #2, 2006. The Voice is the 
member newsletter of the Colorado Veterinary 
Medical Association (www.colovma.org).

Recently, a company has undertaken a 
marketing effort directed at most veterinar-
ians in the state of Colorado, proposing 
that the company come to a practitioner’s 
office and perform non-anesthetized dental 
cleaning procedures. The company claims 
that its “quality and service compares to 
human dental hygiene.” 

It also claims that using its services will 
add a new profit center for veterinarians’ 
practices, providing many new clients who 
desire a dental cleaning for their pet while 
avoiding general anesthesia. The company 
quotes examples of how successful its ser-
vices have been in grooming parlors and 
pet shops.

Unfortunately, it is not possible to pro-
vide a quality dental cleaning procedure in 
a non-anesthetized patient. There are 12 
steps involved in a dental cleaning proce-
dure. In non-anesthetized patients, you can 
partially accomplish just one of the 12 steps 
(supragingival calculus removal), which is 
the least important part of the procedure. 
Even this cannot be performed with any 
degree of quality in a non-anesthetized 
patient. 

Think about the level of cooperation that 
you provide your dental hygienist when 
your teeth are cleaned. Even though you 
have no visible calculus, you cooperate for 
45-60 minutes while your teeth are care-
fully cleaned and polished. Does anyone 
really believe that the vast majority of dogs 
and cats will allow this level of care? 

I have several human dental hygienists 
as clients, some of whom have performed 
regular home scaling in their own pets. You 
likely have clients who do the same. On 
numerous occasions, we have found teeth 
in their pets with severe periodontal disease 
that were unidentified because there was 
no opportunity to obtain diagnostic radio-
graphs, let alone treat these problems. 

Keep in mind that the average cleaning 
for a dog or cat is equivalent to the treat-
ment a person might receive if they did 
not brush their teeth for 3-5 years. If you 
went to your dentist with a comparable 
amount of disease, it would take many 
hours of professional care to control your 
dental problems. It is simply not possible to 
perform a quality cleaning on a pet that is 
awake or only sedated.

Most dogs and cats over five years of 
age have at least one painful tooth in their 
mouth that is not a “wiggly tooth.” Without 
a detailed exam and dental radiographs, 
this pathology cannot be identified. Non-
anesthetized dentistry affords no opportu-
nity to correctly diagnose or treat painful 
dental pathology. If these hidden problems 
are not addressed, the pet continues to suf-
fer in silence, rarely showing any overt sign 
of disease that an owner would associate 
with dental pathology. Once the problems 
are corrected, however, owners usually no-
tice a substantial improvement in their pet’s 
general demeanor.

Owners cannot be blamed for being 
fearful of general anesthesia in their pet. 
Many of us who have been in practice for a 
while have spoken with owners who have 
an anesthetic horror story about a pet that 
died under anesthesia. There is a wide va-
riety in the quality of general anesthesia in 
veterinary practice. The risk of anesthesia 
can be reduced to very low levels with pre-
anesthetic blood chemistry screening, IV 
fluid administration during the procedure, 
modern gas anesthesia, judicious selection 
of anesthetic agents and good anesthetic 
monitoring technique. 

High-quality anesthesia affords veteri-
narians an opportunity to distinguish their 
practice as one that prioritizes patient safe-
ty. If a pet goes home shortly after anesthe-
sia, showing no adverse effects, the owner 
will be more likely to heed a veterinarian’s 
future recommendations for elective dental 
procedures. They will also recommend that 
veterinarian’s services to others. If a veteri-
narian is uncomfortable with anesthetizing 
a higher-risk patient, she should consider 
referring the patient to a facility that can 
better manage the anesthetic procedure.

Using an outside service to provide non-
anesthetized cleaning also imposes legal 
liability on the practitioner who sponsors 
the activity. When the service is being pro-
viding in a veterinarian’s office, that person 
assumes professional liability for the ac-
tions of the person doing the cleaning. 

A veterinary client-patient record must 
exist for each patient, including a medi-
cal record, signalment and physical exam. 
From a liability perspective, it is as if they 
were that veterinarian’s employees, work-
ing under that veterinary license. 

Non-anesthetized cleanings are a bad 
idea because:
 • They only provide cleaning above the 

gum line, which is the least important 
part of the 12-step procedure.

 • Dental cleaning leaves a roughened 
surface on the teeth, which serves as a 
plaque-retentive surface and hastens 
future calculus formation. Anesthe-
tized patients can have their teeth pol-
ished to a smooth surface.

 • Most animals have some painful areas 
in their mouth. These areas cannot be 
cleaned well in a non-anesthetized pa-
tient.

 • No diagnostic dental radiographs 
can be obtained. Most painful dental 
conditions will be overlooked unless 
dental radiographs are obtained.

 • No diagnosis or treatment can be pro-
vided at the time of cleaning.

 • The owner has a false sense of security 
that they provided a quality service for 
their companion, when in fact inferior 
care was provided.

 • Human patients having their teeth 
cleaned provide total cooperation to 
the hygienist for 45 minutes to one 
hour. On average, a pet’s teeth are 
much worse when they are cleaned. 
No pet will hold still enough for a 
good cleaning procedure.

 • Services offering this procedure prey 
upon the owner’s fear of general anes-
thesia. Good-quality anesthesia rarely 
causes any problems for the pet.  n
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