
What to Do If You Have a 
Dental Emergency and No 
Insurance 

A dental emergency can happen without warning. Severe tooth pain, swelling, a broken 
tooth, or an injury to the mouth may require immediate attention. If you do not have dental 
insurance, you may feel unsure where to go or worry about the cost of treatment. 

The most important step is to seek professional care as soon as possible. Delaying treatment 
can allow the problem to become more serious. 

 

What Is a Dental Emergency? 
Some dental problems require prompt evaluation by a dentist. 

Examples include: 

• Severe tooth pain that does not improve.  
• Swelling of the gums, jaw, or face.  
• A knocked-out permanent tooth.  
• A broken or cracked tooth with pain.  
• Bleeding that does not stop.  
• A dental abscess or signs of infection.  
• Trauma to the mouth or jaw.  

Not every dental problem is an emergency, but severe pain, swelling, or injury should not 
be ignored. 

 

Find an Emergency Dentist 
Many dental offices reserve appointments for emergency patients. 

When you call, explain: 

• What happened.  
• When the problem started.  
• Whether you have swelling or fever.  
• Your pain level.  



The office can help determine how quickly you should be seen. 

 

Community Health Centers 
Many federally funded Community Health Centers (FQHCs) provide emergency dental 
services or can refer patients to affordable providers. 

If you do not have insurance, ask whether the clinic offers: 

• Emergency appointments.  
• Sliding fee discounts.  
• Payment assistance.  
• Referrals for urgent dental care.  

 

Dental Schools 
Some dental schools provide emergency dental clinics at reduced fees. 

Availability varies by institution, but they may offer: 

• Emergency examinations.  
• X-rays.  
• Tooth extractions.  
• Temporary treatment to relieve pain.  
• Referral for additional care if needed.  

 

Can You Go to the Emergency Room? 
Hospital emergency departments are usually not able to provide routine dental treatment 
such as fillings, crowns, or root canals. 

However, you should go to the nearest emergency department immediately if you have: 

• Difficulty breathing.  
• Difficulty swallowing.  
• Rapidly spreading facial swelling.  
• Severe bleeding that will not stop.  
• A serious facial injury.  
• High fever with facial swelling.  



These symptoms may indicate a potentially life-threatening emergency. 

 

Ask About Payment Options 
If cost is a concern, ask the dental office whether they offer: 

• Payment plans.  
• Financial assistance.  
• Discounts for uninsured patients.  
• Sliding fee programs.  

Many offices are willing to discuss payment options before treatment begins. 

 

Do Not Try to Treat a Serious Infection Yourself 
Home remedies cannot eliminate a dental infection. 

Avoid delaying treatment by relying on: 

• Over-the-counter temporary filling materials.  
• Herbal remedies.  
• Social media advice.  
• Antibiotics obtained without a prescription.  

These approaches do not treat the underlying cause and may allow the infection to worsen. 

 

What You Can Do While Waiting to Be Seen 
While waiting for your appointment: 

• Rinse gently with warm salt water if recommended by your dentist.  
• Keep the affected area as clean as possible.  
• Take over-the-counter pain medication only as directed on the label, if appropriate 

for you.  
• Avoid chewing on the painful side.  

These measures may provide temporary relief but are not a substitute for professional 
treatment. 



 

Key Takeaways 
• Severe pain, swelling, trauma, or infection should be evaluated promptly.  
• Community Health Centers and dental schools may offer lower-cost emergency 

care.  
• Ask about payment plans if you do not have insurance.  
• Go to the emergency room immediately if you have difficulty breathing, difficulty 

swallowing, or rapidly spreading facial swelling.  
• Home remedies cannot replace professional dental treatment.  
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