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We don’t always realize it, but standards play an important role in our everyday life. We know that no matter where we 
are in the United States, our computer charger will plug into the outlet and work properly. Or that a cup of flour will 
always be the same, whether we’re baking in Boston or Los Angeles. Established standards are just as important in 
dentistry. Not only are they essential for meeting the needs of providers and patients, but they’re also critical to ensuring
we keep pace with changing technologies. Here, we talk with Dr. Mills to get his insight on why he believes standards are 
so important, their role in healthcare, and how professionals can impact future standards.

Q: You’ve been involved with product and process standardization for a generous portion of 
your career. Can you describe how you came to focus on standardization and why you believe 
it’s important for healthcare?

Dr. Mills: My first exposure to dental product standards was during my general practice residency at the Air Force’s 
Wilford Hall Medical Center back in the early 1980s. My residency director, Dr. David Bales, used the ADA’s dental 
standards as a teaching tool for the dental materials curriculum in the program. When the Air Force assigned me to the 
U.S. Air Force Dental Investigation Service (DIS) in 1989, I joined a team that evaluated dental equipment, instruments, 
materials, and procedures for use in military medical facilities worldwide. We routinely used ADA and international 
standards as an important resource to test the products we evaluated in our lab and determine their suitability for use.

As I became more active in the standards development process, I soon realized the important role national and 
international standards play in the design, manufacturing, and marketing of dental products — including dental 
equipment like chairs; devices like handpieces, dental instruments, burs, and diamonds; as well as virtually all dental 
materials.

I left DIS, but as my career progressed, I continued to participate in the ADA Standards Program as a volunteer focusing 
on infection control products. Later I began attending ADA dental product standards meetings, and in 1997, I was elected 
vice chair of the ADA SCDP. In 2000, I was elected as SCDP chair and also was appointed head of the U.S. Technical 
Advisory Committee for ISO/Technical Committee 106 Dentistry, which I’ll describe in detail later.

Q: Would you describe some of the important organizations that provide relevant standards?

Dr. Mills: The American National Standards Institute (ANSI) is a private not for profit organization that facilitates the 
development of American National Standards (ANS) by accrediting the procedures of standards developing organizations 
(SDOs) and approving their documents as American National Standards (ANS) for U.S. industries.  ANSI represents the 
United States in international standards development as the US member body, with the goal of ensuring our 
competitiveness in international markets. The ADA SCDP and its sister committee, the SCDI, are both ANSI-accredited 
SDOs. 

https://www.ansi.org/


SCDP and SCDI bring together manufacturers, vendors, technical experts, and consumers to develop standards and 
technical guides for their respective industry sectors. ANSI/ADA standards help ensure that devices from different U.S. 
and foreign manufacturers are interoperable (e.g., handpiece connectors, burs, digital radiography software, electronic 
dental records). They also help ensure that when you purchase items like burs, hand instruments, and forceps, they 
meet agreed-upon standards for form (e.g., a number 8 round bur is a number 8 round bur no matter where it’s made) 
and performance (e.g., your instruments don’t turn into a pile of rust in your sterilizer because they’re made of inferior 
metals). The same applies to dental materials and preventive care products, like toothbrushes and topical fluoride 
products.

The ADA also looks out for the interests of U.S. dentists and dental manufacturers through participation in the 
development of standards and guidelines with the Association for the Advancement of Medical Instrumentation 
(AAMI). AAMI brings together parties with an interest in medical devices, including instrument cleaning and sterilization 
equipment, and develops guidelines for sterilization practices for medicine and dentistry. SCDP collaborates with AAMI 
to develop and adopt relevant AAMI standards for medical equipment, like sterilizers and instrument washers, that are 
used along with ADA standards in many healthcare settings.

ANSI and ADA also represent U.S. interests in global standards through participation in the International Organization 
for Standardization (ISO). Based in Geneva, Switzerland, the ISO works with national standards bodies from 46 member 
countries to develop international standards for dental products. ADA administers the U.S. TAG for ISO/TC 106 
Dentistry, which is largely composed of SCDP members. By participating, U.S. manufacturers benefit when their 
products conform to ISO standards, opening potential markets for them around the world. U.S. dentists also benefit, 
because they know that imported products that meet ISO standards are safe, effective, and compatible with U.S. 
products and procedures. Wherever possible, the ADA adopts or modifies ISO standards as ADA standards and 
reciprocally promotes ANSI/ADA standards for adoption by ISO as international standards.

Q: Who funds and supports these organizations, and is there a place for consumers and 
professionals to provide customer input?

Dr. Mills: SCDP and SCDI are funded in part by the ADA, but they receive support from industry partner membership 
fees. Some individuals who work in standards development receive corporate support, but a significant number are 
self-employed consultants, uncompensated ADA volunteers, and individuals from academic settings.
SCDP and SCDI members also represent dental professional organizations on behalf of their members, including the 
ADA, the Academy of General Dentistry, and other professional associations representing the dental specialties. The 
U.S. military, Veterans Health Administration, U.S. Public Health Service, and Food and Drug Administration also 
participate in standards development activities in the United States and internationally.

Q: Would you describe how a professional or consumer can determine what standard 

should apply to a product?

Dr. Mills: ANSI/ADA and ISO standards influence the design and manufacturing requirements for almost all products 

used in dentistry. The ADA SCDP is composed of nine subcommittees and working groups that address restorative and 

operative materials, prosthodontic materials, terminology, instruments, infection control products, dental equipment, 

abrasives and oral hygiene products, and CAD/CAM software. The SCDI is composed of subcommittees that address 

information exchange, forensics, clinical informatics, and knowledge management.

https://www.aami.org/
https://www.iso.org/home.html


Q: What emerging standards are relevant to the healthcare community?

Dr. Mills: The standards process is ongoing, because all standards are reviewed and updated or withdrawn on a 

scheduled timetable or as new technologies emerge. Among current work items, the ADA SCDP is beginning a 

collaboration with the Association for the Advancement of Medical Instrumentation (AAMI) on a standard for dental 

instrument reprocessing and sterilization based on the existing standard ANSI/AAMI ST79:2017, “Comprehensive 

guide to steam sterilization and sterility assurance in health care facilities.” The ADA SCDP will also be reviewing and 

commenting on a proposed new standard for medical and dental safety eyewear from the International Safety 

Equipment Association (ANSI Z87.62). The U.S. TAG for ISO/TC 106 Dentistry is collaborating to develop a new series 

of ISO standards for portable dental equipment. Of continuing interest are standards related to amalgam separators 

(ISO 11143) and several standards related to implantology.

Q: I’m a clinician with no technical background in engineering or materials science, but can 

I play a role in standards development? 

Dr. Mills: Anyone with an interest in dental standards can  join the SCDP or SCDI. While technical knowledge of dental 

or IT products is essential to the enterprise, consumers (e.g., dentists, dental hygienists) are also essential to ensure 

that standards ultimately result in products that meet the needs of providers and patients. Both the ADA SCDI and 

SCDP have in-person meetings each year.  Attendance at these meetings in encouraged, but not required for 

participation. By joining, however, you’re committing at a minimum to reviewing, commenting, and voting on 

proposed standards and technical reports. To learn more about ADA standards and how you can participate, go to: 

https://www.ada.org/dentalstandards. 
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