tartar vs calculus

tartar vs calculus is a common discussion in dental health, as both terms
relate to the build-up of mineral deposits on teeth. Understanding the
differences between tartar and calculus is essential for maintaining oral
hygiene and preventing dental issues. This article will explore what tartar
and calculus are, how they form, their implications for dental health, and
effective prevention and treatment methods. By the end of this article,
readers will gain a clear understanding of these two terms and how they
relate to overall dental care.
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Understanding Tartar

Tartar, also known as dental calculus, refers to the hardened plaque that
forms on teeth due to the accumulation of minerals from saliva and bacteria.
It can build up both above and below the gum line, leading to various dental
problems. Tartar formation begins when plaque, a soft, sticky film made up of
bacteria, food particles, and saliva, is not removed through regular brushing
and flossing.

Formation of Tartar

The process of tartar formation is gradual. It begins with the presence of
plague, which is a biofilm that adheres to the surface of teeth. When plaque
is not cleaned off, it can mineralize within 24 to 72 hours, eventually
becoming tartar. Factors that contribute to tartar formation include:

e Poor oral hygiene

Diet high in sugars and starches

Salivary flow and composition

Smoking and tobacco use

Genetic predisposition



Types of Tartar

Tartar is classified into two main types based on its location:

e Supragingival tartar: This type forms above the gum line and is
typically visible as a yellow or brownish deposit.

e Subgingival tartar: This type forms below the gum line, often leading to
more serious dental issues as it can be harder to detect and remove.

Understanding Calculus

While tartar and calculus are often used interchangeably, it is essential to
clarify that calculus is the scientific term for hardened tartar. Calculus 1is
composed of mineralized plaque and can develop on teeth as well as dental
appliances, such as braces and dentures. The formation of calculus is a
natural process, and once it forms, it can only be removed through
professional dental cleaning.

Characteristics of Calculus

Calculus has distinct characteristics that differentiate it from soft plaque:

e Hardness: Calculus is significantly harder than plaque, making it
difficult to remove with regular brushing.

e Color: It often appears yellow, brown, or green, depending on dietary
habits and oral hygiene practices.

e Location: It can form both above and below the gum line, similar to
tartar.

Formation of Calculus

The process of calculus formation is similar to that of tartar. When plaque
is not adequately cleaned, minerals from saliva calcify the plaque,
transforming it into calculus. This process can occur within days if proper
oral hygiene is not maintained. Understanding the formation of calculus 1is
crucial for patients to prevent its buildup and the associated dental
complications.

Differences Between Tartar and Calculus

While the terms tartar and calculus are often confused, they refer to the
same substance. However, there are nuances in their usage:

e Terminology: Tartar is a more commonly used term in everyday language,
whereas calculus is used in a clinical or scientific context.



e Perception: Tartar is often perceived as a more accessible term for
patients, while calculus may be used by dental professionals.

e Context: Tartar is primarily discussed in relation to oral hygiene
practices, whereas calculus may be referenced in discussions about
dental treatments and professional cleanings.

Health Implications of Tartar and Calculus

The presence of tartar and calculus on teeth can lead to several dental
health issues. Both can contribute to plague accumulation, which is the
primary cause of gum disease and tooth decay. The implications include:

e Gingivitis: This is the earliest stage of gum disease, characterized by

inflammation of the gums, leading to redness and bleeding.

e Periodontitis: If gingivitis goes untreated, it can progress to
periodontitis, a more severe form of gum disease that can result in
tooth loss.

e Cavities: The bacteria in plaque and tartar can produce acids that erode

tooth enamel, resulting in cavities.

e Bad breath: The bacteria associated with tartar can contribute to
halitosis, or bad breath.

Prevention and Treatment

Preventing the formation of tartar and calculus is crucial for maintaining
optimal dental health. Effective strategies include:

e Regular brushing: Brush teeth at least twice a day with fluoride
toothpaste to remove plaque before it hardens into tartar.

e Flossing: Daily flossing helps remove plaque and food particles from
between teeth where a toothbrush cannot reach.

e Regular dental check-ups: Routine wvisits to the dentist for professional

cleanings can effectively remove tartar and calculus.

e Dietary choices: Limiting sugary and acidic foods can reduce plaque
formation.

e Quit smoking: Avoiding tobacco products can help improve oral health and

reduce tartar buildup.



Conclusion

Understanding the differences between tartar and calculus is wvital for
effective oral hygiene. Both terms refer to the same hardened deposits on
teeth, but recognizing their implications for dental health can help
individuals take proactive steps in their oral care. Regular brushing,
flossing, and professional dental cleanings are essential in preventing the
formation of tartar and calculus, thus safeguarding against gum disease and
cavities. By prioritizing these practices, individuals can ensure a healthier
smile for years to come.

Q: What is the difference between tartar and
calculus?

A: Tartar and calculus refer to the same mineralized deposits on teeth.
Tartar is the more common term used in everyday language, while calculus is
the scientific term. Both terms describe the hardened plagque that can lead to
dental issues if not removed.

Q: How does tartar form on teeth?

A: Tartar forms when plaque, a soft film of bacteria, is not removed through
regular brushing and flossing. When plagque remains on the teeth, minerals
from saliva crystallize and harden it into tartar within 24 to 72 hours.

Q: Can tartar be removed by brushing alone?

A: No, once tartar has formed, it cannot be removed by brushing alone.
Professional dental cleaning is required to effectively remove tartar from
the teeth.

Q: What health issues are associated with tartar and
calculus?
A: Tartar and calculus can lead to various dental health issues, including

gingivitis, periodontitis, cavities, and bad breath. These conditions arise
from the bacteria present in plagque and tartar.

Q: How can I prevent tartar buildup?

A: To prevent tartar buildup, maintain good oral hygiene by brushing teeth at
least twice a day, flossing daily, visiting the dentist regularly for
cleanings, and making healthy dietary choices.

Q: Is tartar removal painful?

A: Tartar removal during a professional dental cleaning is generally not
painful, although some patients may experience minor discomfort or
sensitivity, especially if they have gum disease.



Q: How often should I have my teeth professionally
cleaned?

A: It is typically recommended to have your teeth professionally cleaned
every six months. However, individuals with a higher risk of tartar buildup
may need more frequent visits.

Q: Can I remove tartar at home?

A: Home remedies for tartar removal are not effective. The most reliable
method for removing tartar is through professional dental cleanings performed
by a dentist or dental hygienist.

Q: Does diet affect tartar formation?

A: Yes, diet plays a significant role in tartar formation. A diet high in
sugars and starches can promote plaque buildup, leading to tartar. Eating a
balanced diet and limiting sugary snacks can help prevent tartar
accumulation.

Q: Can certain dental products help prevent tartar?

A: Yes, using toothpaste that contains fluoride and tartar control
ingredients can help reduce plaque buildup and prevent tartar formation.
Additionally, mouth rinses with antibacterial properties can also aid in
maintaining oral hygiene.
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