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Dental Disease in Herbivores 
 
Dental anatomy  
Rabbits, guinea pigs, and chinchillas have continuously growing incisors and cheek teeth (molars and 
premolars). The rate of growth is approximately 2mm per week, but this is dependent on diet and tooth 
wear. The wear on the teeth is kept even by side-to-side motion of the lower cheek teeth grinding the 
course fiber against the surface of the upper cheek teeth.  
 
Malocclusion is a misalignment between the teeth of the upper and 
lower dental arches. Areas of the teeth that do not have an opposing 
surface to grind against can grow abnormally. This may result in sharp 
points on the teeth, wounds/ulcers of the tongue and cheeks, tongue 
entrapment, abscesses (pockets of infection) of the cheek or jaw, and 
significant pain.  
 
What are the causes of dental disease?  

• Congenital – Certain breeds of rabbits are more prone to 
dental disease due to the conformation of their skull, such as lops and dwarf breeds.  

• Husbandry or improper diet – Inadequate roughgage (hay) in the diet is the most important 
factor. 

• Nutritional deficiencies –  
o Vitamin C deficiency in guinea pigs 
o Calcium and phosphorus imbalances in young, growing animals  
o Vitamin D deficiency   

• Age – Older animals are at higher risk of developing dental disease as shifting teeth may become 
misaligned.  

  

Symptoms of Dental Disease  
Decreased appetite Difficulty eating certain foods (hay) Drooling 

Runny eyes Nasal Discharge Abscesses 

Weight Loss Behavioral changes Tooth grinding 

Uneaten cecotropes Unkept Coat GI stasis 
 

How is dental disease diagnosed?  
If you are concerned your pet may have dental disease, schedule an appointment to have them 
evaluated by a veterinarian familiar with rabbits and small rodents. Your veterinarian will start with a 
thorough oral exam using specialized tools.  
 

If any abnormalities are identified, further testing may be indicated. Your veterinarian may recommend 
radiographs or CT; which would allow for deeper evaluation of the teeth and surrounding bone.  
 
 
 

Image Source: https://www.pdsa.org.uk/pet-help-and-advice/pet-

health-hub/symptoms/dental-problems-in-rabbits 
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How is it treated?  
Immediate treatment typically consists of shortening and reshaping the teeth under general anesthesia. 
Tooth extractions may be required in advanced dental disease.  
 
Because the teeth are continuously growing, many affected pets will require multiple dental trim 
treatments throughout their life. Dental trims may be needed every 4-16 weeks in some patients 
depending on the condition of the teeth, the rate of growth, and the cause of the malocclusion.  
 
How can I prevent ?  

• Feed large amounts of roughage. Timothy or orchard grass hay should make up approximately 
85% of the diet.  

• Ensure access to adequate vitamin D. Vitamin D is acquired through exposure to UBV 
rays/sunshine. Allow your indoor pets 30-60 minutes of outdoor access or unfiltered sunlight 
per day. If this is not an option, consider placing a UVB bulb over part of the indoor enclosure for 
8-10 hours a day.  

• Schedule routine veterinary exams every 6-12 months  


