
   
 

Tips for Triaging Patients 
1. Tooth Pain 

A. No Swelling – Mild to moderate pain 

Recommendations: 

OTC Pain Medication – If patient can take Ibuprofen and Acetaminophen: 

400-600mg Ibuprofen/1000mg Acetaminophen together every 6 hours 

If pain not reduced and/or swelling – call us for reevaluation, patient will likely need to 
be seen 

B. No swelling – Pain not reduced by OTC analgesics 

Recommendations: 

Patient will likely need to be seen 

C. Swelling 

Recommendations: 

Advise warm salt water rinses, especially if swelling is hard (non-fluctuant).  Patient will 
likely need to be seen. 

2. Fractured tooth/lost filling/lost crown/bridge 
A. Pain not related to likely irreversible pulpitis, i.e. sensitivity, sharp area, etc. 

Recommendations: 

Use OTC temporary filling material.  Examples: 

 



   
 

3. Broken/Ill-fitting denture 
A. Small fracture/clean break/can seat denture in mouth 

Recommendations: 

Use OTC denture repair/reline kit for example: 

 

Trauma 
A. Mild trauma with minimal soft/hard tissue damage 

Recommendation: 

Evaluate patient to determine no significant injuries and have patient monitor for any 
signs/symptoms of infection or more severe issues (i.e. fractures, bleeding, etc.) 

B. Moderate to severe trauma 

Recommendation: 

Patient will likely need to be seen. 

Soft Tissue Pain 
A. Tooth eruption/exfoliation pain 

Recommendation: 



   
 

OTC topical agents and/or OTC analgesics examples: 

 

 
B. Adult Soft Tissue Pain i.e. gingival pain, aphthous ulcers etc. 

Recommendation: 

If no swelling, use OTC topical agents.  Examples: 



   

 

Post Extraction/Surgical Procedure 
A. Mild-moderate discomfort, minimal swelling 

Recommendation: 

If extraction was fairly recent, advise warm saline rinses and OTC analgesics.  If extraction was 
more than 1 week ago and/or pain has suddenly increased, patient will likely need to be seen. 

B. Severe pain and/or swelling, especially in area of lymph nodes 

Recommendation: 

If patient is stable, i.e. no problems swallowing or breathing, consider OTC analgesics and warm 
saline rinses.  If lymph node swelling, consider antibiotics.  If patient not seen, they should be 
called for follow up over the next few days to see if symptoms improve, otherwise patient will 
likely need to be seen. 

Antibiotic Use 
Under normal circumstances we try to restrict the use of antibiotics to only those times when it is 
absolutely necessary.  Given the goal is to try and keep people out of the dental office, and out of 
the emergency room, we will likely need to prescribe more antibiotics than usual.  If there is a 
swelling and/or lymphadenopathy then antibiotics are clearly indicated.  You might also consider 
antibiotics in cases of pain that does not respond to analgesics and/or longstanding tooth pain 
without swelling as those cases might have a higher likelihood of progression to infection. 


