difference between tartar and calculus

difference between tartar and calculus is a common question that arises in discussions about dental
health. Many individuals often confuse these two terms, assuming they are interchangeable. However,
while they are closely related, there are distinct differences between tartar and calculus that are
important to understand. This article will delve into these differences, discussing their definitions,
causes, effects on oral health, and methods of prevention and treatment. By shedding light on this
topic, we aim to provide a comprehensive understanding that can assist individuals in maintaining their

dental hygiene effectively.
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Understanding Tartar

Tartar, also known as dental calculus, is a hardened form of dental plaque. It forms when plaque—a



sticky film of bacteria—remains on the teeth for an extended period and mineralizes due to saliva.
Tartar can develop both above and below the gum line, creating a rough surface that attracts more

plague and bacteria. This accumulation can lead to various dental issues if not addressed promptly.

The Formation of Tartar

The process of tartar formation begins with the accumulation of plague on the teeth. Plaque is
primarily composed of bacteria, food particles, and saliva. When plaque is not removed through regular
brushing and flossing, it begins to harden within 24 to 72 hours, turning into tartar. This hardened

substance is much more difficult to remove and requires professional dental cleaning.

Characteristics of Tartar

Tartar is usually yellow or brown in color and has a rough texture. Its presence can lead to visible
discoloration of the teeth. Tartar also provides a surface for more plaque to adhere to, exacerbating
dental problems over time. Unlike plaque, which can be easily removed with good oral hygiene, tartar

necessitates professional intervention for removal.

Understanding Calculus

Calculus is essentially another term for tartar; however, it is often used to describe a more advanced
stage of plaque buildup that has hardened. Dental calculus can refer to both supragingival calculus,
which is found above the gum line, and subgingival calculus, which forms below the gum line.

Understanding the implications of calculus is crucial for maintaining oral health.

Types of Calculus

There are two primary types of calculus:



e Supragingival Calculus: This type is located above the gum line and is typically more visible. It

can lead to aesthetic concerns as it discolors the teeth.

¢ Subgingival Calculus: Found below the gum line, this type is less visible but can be more

damaging, as it often contributes to periodontal disease and tooth loss.

Characteristics of Calculus

Calculus is characterized by its hardness and adherence to the tooth surface. It can significantly hinder
one’s ability to maintain proper oral hygiene, as toothbrushes and floss cannot effectively clean around

it. Regular dental check-ups are essential to manage calculus and prevent further dental complications.

Key Differences between Tartar and Calculus

While tartar and calculus are often used interchangeably, understanding their differences is crucial for

proper dental care. Here are the primary distinctions:

Terminology: Tartar typically refers to the visible accumulation of hardened plaque, while calculus

is a broader term that encompasses both supragingival and subgingival forms.

Formation Time: Tartar forms within 24 to 72 hours if plaque is not removed, whereas calculus

may take longer to develop but is a result of untreated tartar.

Location: Tartar can be found above the gum line, while calculus can exist both above and

below the gum line.

Removal: Tartar can be removed with professional cleaning, whereas calculus requires specific

dental tools and techniques for effective removal.



Causes and Risk Factors

The primary cause of both tartar and calculus is poor oral hygiene. When individuals do not brush and

floss regularly, plaque builds up, leading to tartar formation. Other risk factors include:

Diet: A diet high in sugars and starches can increase plaque formation.

Tobacco Use: Smoking or using tobacco products can contribute to tartar buildup.

Medical Conditions: Certain health issues, such as diabetes, can affect oral health and increase

the risk of tartar and calculus.

Age: Older adults are more prone to tartar and calculus buildup due to a lifetime of plaque

accumulation.

Impacts on Oral Health

The presence of tartar and calculus can have significant negative effects on oral health. They can lead

to various dental problems, including:

e Gum Disease: Tartar can irritate the gums, leading to gingivitis and, if untreated, periodontitis.
¢ Cavities: Plague accumulation can lead to tooth decay and cavities.

¢ Bad Breath: The bacteria associated with tartar and calculus can produce foul odors, leading to

chronic bad breath.



e Tooth Loss: In severe cases, untreated tartar and calculus can result in tooth loss due to

advanced periodontal disease.

Prevention and Treatment

Preventing tartar and calculus buildup is crucial for maintaining oral health. Here are some effective

strategies:

Regular Brushing: Brush teeth at least twice a day using fluoride toothpaste.

Flossing: Floss daily to remove plaque from between the teeth and below the gum line.

Routine Dental Visits: Schedule regular appointments with a dentist for cleanings and check-ups.

Healthy Diet: Maintain a balanced diet low in sugars and starches.

Quit Smoking: Seek help to quit tobacco use, which can exacerbate dental problems.

Conclusion

Understanding the difference between tartar and calculus is vital for anyone committed to maintaining
their dental health. Both are products of plaque buildup, but their implications can vary significantly. By
adopting good oral hygiene practices and seeking regular dental care, individuals can minimize the
risks associated with tartar and calculus. Awareness of these factors can lead to a healthier smile and

better overall well-being.



Q: What is the main difference between tartar and calculus?

A: The main difference is that tartar is a specific form of hardened plaque on the teeth, while calculus

is a broader term that includes both supragingival and subgingival tartar.

Q: How can | prevent tartar formation?

A: Preventing tartar formation involves maintaining good oral hygiene, including brushing twice daily,

flossing regularly, and visiting the dentist for professional cleanings.

Q: Can | remove tartar at home?

A: No, tartar cannot be removed effectively at home. It requires professional dental cleaning for

complete removal.

Q: Is calculus harmful to my dental health?

A: Yes, calculus can lead to gum disease, cavities, and even tooth loss if not removed through

professional dental care.

Q: How often should | see a dentist to prevent tartar and calculus
buildup?

A: It is recommended to see a dentist at least twice a year for check-ups and cleanings to prevent

tartar and calculus buildup.

Q: What are the signs of tartar buildup?

A: Signs of tartar buildup include yellow or brown stains on the teeth, bad breath, and swollen or

bleeding gums.



Q: Is there a way to remove calculus at home?

A: No, calculus cannot be removed at home. It requires professional dental tools and techniques for

effective removal.

Q: Can diet impact tartar and calculus formation?

A: Yes, a diet high in sugars and starches can contribute to the formation of plaque, leading to tartar

and calculus buildup.

Q: What is the role of fluoride in preventing tartar?

A: Fluoride helps strengthen tooth enamel, making it more resistant to decay and plaque buildup, thus

aiding in the prevention of tartar formation.
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