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What are X-rays?

X-rays are a form of electromagnetic radiation. They are similar to visible 
light, but with some differences.

The important difference is that X-rays can penetrate or pass through 
the body and produce shadow-like images of structures. 

These images are useful in showing the structure of bones, some 
internal organs and signs of disease or injury.

What types of X-rays are used by dentists?

X-ray examinations are an important tool that help dentists to diagnose 
problems, as well as plan and monitor treatments. We use 2 main types:

1. Intraoral X-rays where the film is placed inside your mouth

2. Extraoral X-rays where the film is placed outside your mouth

Is there a risk from radiation?

One of the characteristics of X-rays that makes them different from light 
is that they carry much more energy. 

Part of this energy is left within the body as the X-ray passes through. 
The absorbed X-ray energy can produce changes to body tissue. The 
amount of X-ray energy absorbed in the tissue is known as the radiation 
dose.

The very low radiation doses that are received during dental X-ray 
procedures don’t usually cause problems. We make sure that we use the 
smallest dose that we can to get the X-ray picture we need.

The body absorbs radiation doses from all around, this is called 
background radiation.
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The doses from intraoral X-rays are low, usually less than one day of 
natural background radiation. You are exposed to more radiation on a 
holiday flight than from an intraoral X-ray.

Doses for extraoral X-rays equate to a few days of natural background 
radiation.

How are X-ray doses controlled?

In order to keep X-ray doses as low as possible we make sure that:

• Each examination is justified. This requires weighing the benefits 
and risks of the procedure against other ways of checking teeth 
and mouths.
 

• We use the lowest dose possible for each X-ray, by choosing the 
correct X-ray film and keeping our equipment up-to-date.
 

• Technicians regularly test our equipment and we check it every day 
before we use it for patients.
 

• We take the fewest X-rays possible. However, we sometimes 
repeat examinations to check progress.
 

• We audit the quality of X-rays taken by all of our dentists.

Can X-rays be used if I'm pregnant?

There is no evidence that a routine dental X-ray will harm your unborn 
baby.

However, please ensure you notify the dental team if you are pregnant 
or suspect you might be pregnant, so that they can give you any relevant 
advice.
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What if I am asked to help someone I care for to have 
an X-ray?

If you are asked by the dental team to help someone that you care for 
have an X-ray, you should consider the risks.

As outlined above, X-rays carry risks although in dentistry the doses are 
very small.

To reduce the risk of you being exposed to the X-rays, you will be asked 
by the dental team to wear a lead apron. These aprons are heavy and 
you will be helped to put it on.

If you have previously helped with X-rays, or you have had to have lots 
of X-rays taken or radiotherapy treatment, you should inform the 
dentist.

If you are pregnant, you should not be involved with another person's 
X-ray. If you are employed to care for the patient having the X-ray, you 
will not be able to support them.

If you do not wish to be involved, please tell the dental team.

Alternative formats can be available on request.
Please email: sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net
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