
Dental Fillings 
Understanding How Cavities Are 
Treated 

What Is a Dental Filling? 

A dental filling is a common restorative treatment used to repair a tooth that has been 
damaged by decay or a small fracture. During the procedure, the damaged portion of the 
tooth is removed, and the space is filled with a dental material that restores the tooth's shape 
and function. 

Dental fillings help stop cavities from progressing and allow the tooth to continue 
functioning normally. 

 

Why Are Fillings Needed? 
Tooth decay occurs when bacteria in dental plaque produce acids that damage tooth 
enamel. 

If a cavity is not treated, it may continue to grow and eventually reach the inner part of the 
tooth, causing: 

• Tooth pain 
• Infection 
• Tooth fracture 
• The need for more extensive treatment, such as root canal therapy or extraction 

Treating cavities early with a filling helps preserve healthy tooth structure. 

 

Common Signs That You May Need a 
Filling 
Some cavities cause no symptoms and are found during routine dental examinations. 

Others may cause: 



• Tooth sensitivity 
• Pain when eating sweets 
• Pain when biting 
• Food becoming trapped 
• Visible holes or dark spots 
• Broken fillings 

Because early cavities often do not cause pain, regular dental checkups are important. 

 

How Is a Cavity Diagnosed? 
Your dentist may use: 

• A visual examination 
• Dental instruments 
• Dental X-rays (when clinically indicated) 

These tools help detect cavities before they become larger or more difficult to treat. 

 

What Happens During the Procedure? 
Although every case is different, placing a filling usually involves the following steps: 

Step 1: Examination 

Your dentist evaluates the tooth and determines whether a filling is appropriate. 

 

Step 2: Local Anesthesia 

If necessary, local anesthesia is used to keep you comfortable during treatment. 

Small cavities may not always require anesthesia. 

 

Step 3: Removing the Decay 



The decayed portion of the tooth is carefully removed while preserving as much healthy 
tooth structure as possible. 

 

Step 4: Cleaning the Tooth 

The prepared area is cleaned to remove bacteria and debris before the filling material is 
placed. 

 

Step 5: Placing the Filling 

The filling material is shaped to restore the tooth's normal anatomy and bite. 

 

Step 6: Finishing and Polishing 

The filling is adjusted and polished so that it feels comfortable and functions properly. 

 

Types of Filling Materials 
Several materials are available. 

The most appropriate option depends on: 

• The location of the tooth 
• The size of the cavity 
• Functional needs 
• Cosmetic preferences 

Tooth-Colored Composite Resin 

Composite fillings are commonly used because they closely match the natural color of the 
tooth. 

Advantages include: 

• Excellent appearance 
• Conservative preparation 
• Good durability for many small and moderate-sized restorations 



 

Dental Amalgam 

Dental amalgam has been used for many decades and is known for its durability, 
particularly in areas exposed to heavy chewing forces. 

Today, tooth-colored materials are often preferred for visible areas, but amalgam may still 
be appropriate in selected situations. 

Discuss the advantages and limitations of each material with your dentist. 

 

Glass Ionomer 

Glass ionomer materials release fluoride and may be useful in certain situations, 
particularly for children or areas with lower chewing forces. 

 

How Long Do Fillings Last? 
The lifespan of a filling depends on several factors, including: 

• The type of material 
• The size of the filling 
• Oral hygiene 
• Diet 
• Teeth grinding 
• Regular dental care 

Many fillings function well for many years, but all restorations should be monitored during 
routine dental examinations. 

 

After Getting a Filling 
Some people experience temporary: 

• Sensitivity to cold 
• Sensitivity to pressure 
• Mild discomfort 



These symptoms often improve within a few days or weeks. 

Contact your dentist if: 

• Pain becomes severe 
• Your bite feels uneven 
• Sensitivity continues to worsen 
• The filling chips or falls out 

 

Can Fillings Prevent Future Cavities? 
A filling repairs an existing cavity but does not prevent new cavities from forming. 

To reduce your risk of future decay: 

• Brush twice daily with fluoride toothpaste. 
• Clean between your teeth every day. 
• Limit sugary foods and drinks. 
• Visit your dentist regularly. 
• Drink fluoridated water when available. 

 

Can Fillings Be Replaced? 
Yes. 

Over time, fillings may wear, crack, leak, or develop decay around their edges. 

Regular dental examinations help identify when a filling should be repaired or replaced. 

 

Common Myths 
"If a cavity doesn't hurt, it doesn't need treatment." 

False. 

Many cavities develop without pain until they become large. 



 

"Once I have a filling, that tooth will never get another cavity." 

False. 

New decay can develop around existing fillings if plaque is not removed regularly. 

 

"Fillings last forever." 

False. 

Although many fillings last for years, they may eventually require repair or replacement. 

 

Key Takeaways 
✔ Dental fillings repair teeth damaged by cavities or small fractures. 

✔ Early treatment helps preserve healthy tooth structure. 

✔ Tooth-colored composite fillings are commonly used because they blend with natural 
teeth. 

✔ Regular dental examinations help detect cavities before symptoms develop. 

✔ Good oral hygiene helps protect both your natural teeth and existing fillings. 

✔ Routine dental care helps fillings last as long as possible. 
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