
Tooth Abscess 
Understanding Dental Abscesses and 
Why Prompt Treatment Is Important 

What Is a Tooth Abscess? 

A tooth abscess is a pocket of pus caused by a bacterial infection. It can develop inside the 
tooth, around the root, or in the surrounding gum tissue. 

A dental abscess is a serious condition that usually requires professional treatment. Without 
treatment, the infection may spread to nearby tissues and, in rare cases, other parts of the 
body. 

Early diagnosis and treatment can relieve pain, eliminate the infection, and help preserve 
the affected tooth whenever possible. 

 

What Causes a Tooth Abscess? 
A tooth abscess develops when bacteria enter the deeper tissues of the tooth or gums. 

Common causes include: 

• Untreated tooth decay 
• Cracked or broken teeth 
• Advanced gum disease 
• Trauma to the tooth 
• Previous dental procedures that become infected 

Poor oral hygiene increases the risk but is not the only cause. 

 

Types of Dental Abscesses 
Periapical Abscess 
A periapical abscess develops at the tip of the tooth root. 



It usually occurs when bacteria reach the dental pulp through deep decay or a crack in the 
tooth. 

 

Periodontal Abscess 
A periodontal abscess develops in the gum tissue surrounding a tooth. 

It is often associated with advanced gum disease or bacteria trapped deep within a 
periodontal pocket. 

 

Common Symptoms 
Symptoms may include: 

• Severe, persistent toothache 
• Throbbing pain 
• Pain when biting or chewing 
• Swelling of the gums 
• Swelling of the face or jaw 
• A small pimple-like bump on the gum 
• Bad taste in the mouth if the abscess drains 
• Bad breath 
• Tooth sensitivity to hot or cold 
• Fever in more severe infections 

Some abscesses cause significant swelling, while others may initially produce only mild 
discomfort. 

 

Can a Tooth Abscess Go Away on Its Own? 
No. 

Although an abscess may occasionally drain on its own, the infection itself usually does 
not resolve without treatment. 

Delaying care may allow the infection to spread and increase the risk of serious 
complications. 



 

How Is a Tooth Abscess Diagnosed? 
Your dentist may perform: 

• A clinical examination 
• Percussion (tapping) tests 
• Sensitivity tests 
• Dental X-rays 
• Three-dimensional imaging (CBCT) when appropriate 

These tests help determine the source and extent of the infection. 

 

How Is a Tooth Abscess Treated? 
Treatment depends on the location and severity of the infection. 

Possible treatments include: 

Root Canal Treatment 

If the tooth can be saved, root canal therapy removes the infected tissue and seals the root 
canals. 

 

Drainage 

If a large collection of pus is present, your dentist may drain the abscess to reduce pressure 
and help control the infection. 

 

Tooth Extraction 

If the tooth cannot be restored, extraction may be the best option to eliminate the infection. 

 

Antibiotics 



Antibiotics may be prescribed in certain situations, such as when: 

• The infection has spread beyond the tooth 
• Facial swelling is present 
• Fever is present 
• The immune system is weakened 

However, antibiotics alone usually do not eliminate the source of a dental abscess. 
Definitive dental treatment is typically required. 

 

Can a Tooth Abscess Become Serious? 
Yes. 

Without treatment, the infection may spread to: 

• The jawbone 
• Nearby soft tissues 
• The sinuses (for some upper teeth) 
• Other areas of the body in rare but serious cases 

Seek prompt dental care if you suspect an abscess. 

 

How Can You Prevent a Tooth Abscess? 
The risk can be reduced by: 

• Brushing twice daily with fluoride toothpaste 
• Cleaning between the teeth every day 
• Treating cavities early 
• Managing gum disease 
• Wearing a mouthguard during sports 
• Visiting your dentist regularly 

Early treatment of dental problems helps prevent infections. 

 

When Should You Seek Immediate Care? 



Contact a dentist as soon as possible if you have: 

• Severe tooth pain 
• Facial swelling 
• Swelling of the gums 
• A pimple on the gum that drains pus 
• Difficulty chewing 

Seek emergency medical care immediately if you develop: 

• Difficulty breathing 
• Difficulty swallowing 
• Rapidly spreading facial swelling 
• High fever 
• Swelling involving the eye or neck 

These symptoms may indicate that the infection is spreading and require urgent medical 
attention. 

 

Common Myths 
"If the pain goes away, the infection is gone." 

False. 

Sometimes the nerve inside the tooth dies, causing pain to decrease, but the infection may 
still be present and continue spreading. 

 

"Antibiotics alone cure a tooth abscess." 

False. 

Antibiotics may help control the spread of infection, but the infected tooth usually requires 
dental treatment such as root canal therapy or extraction. 

 

"A tooth abscess can be treated at home." 

False. 



Home remedies may temporarily reduce discomfort but cannot eliminate the infection. 

Professional dental care is necessary. 

 

Key Takeaways 
✔ A tooth abscess is a bacterial infection that requires prompt treatment. 

✔ Common symptoms include severe tooth pain, swelling, and sensitivity. 

✔ Root canal treatment or tooth extraction may be needed to eliminate the infection. 

✔ Antibiotics alone are usually not enough. 

✔ Untreated dental abscesses can lead to serious complications. 

✔ Early dental care offers the best chance of saving the tooth and preventing the spread of 
infection. 
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