
Prof. Imfeld, why is it so important to 
clean between the teeth?

Generally, toothbrushes do not reach 
interdental spaces. I do not consider 
mechanical interdental cleaning in-
dicated for the primary prevention of 
cavities in interdental spaces that are 
free of cavities and/or restorations, 
since potential risks are greater than 
the demonstrated bene�ts. But for 
patients with an initial interdental 
cavity or even restoration (�lling), 
interdental cleaning is necessary.

And what about periodontitis?

The same is true for periodontitis. 
Interdental cleaning is not indicated 
for the primary prevention of peri-
odontitis in interdental spaces where 
no periodontitis has yet been found if 
patients have no periodontal risk fac-
tors. However, if periodontosis has been 
diagnosed or treated in an interdental 
space, mechanical interdental cleaning 
is absolutely necessary for the preven-
tion of periodontitis recurrence.

So daily interdental cleaning is indi-
cated when interdental cavities or 
periodontitis is present or if the patient 
has received interdental restorations or 
periodontitis treatment?

Yes, and – as I mentioned – in case of 
periodontal risk factors such as diabe-
tes mellitus, HIV, tobacco consumption, 
and emotional stress. We also suspect 
that some patients are genetically pre-
disposed. In that case, we would see a 
higher frequency of periodontal disease 
within one family.

Thomas Imfeld is professor 
for preventive dental medi-
cine and oral epidemiology 
at Zürich University. Below, 
he answers questions on 
the use of dental �oss and 
interdental brushes.

Is dental �oss suitable for interdental 
cleaning?

Yes, but really only for anterior teeth. 
Because of their anatomic shape - the 
cross-section of the roots - dental 
�oss is not suitable for premolars and 
molars.

So it is better to use interdental brush-
es than dental �oss in case of �llings at 
the premolars or molars?

Yes, since interdental brushes reach the 
root surfaces of premolars and molars 
very well. But their use must be care-
fully demonstrated to the patient.

What motivates you to work so hard for 
dental prophylaxis?

Natural teeth are simply better than 
arti�cial teeth.

How can dentists best help patients 
keep healthy teeth throughout their 
lives?

By reminding themselves that dentistry 
is primarily the science of «tooth pres-
ervation», not «tooth replacement». Our 
faith in technological progress should 
not replace biological reasoning.
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«Dental �oss is really only suitable for anterior teeth.»


