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Use and Misuse of  
Disposable Items and Devices in Dentistry 

 

Compromising patient safety by reusing single use items is an unacceptable practice 

 

Recent reports of infection control breaches in dentistry have included an allegation that single-

use/disposable items were being reused in a practice. It was reported that the dental practice was 

cleaning the items and placing them in a high-level disinfecting solution (aka “cold sterile”) prior to reuse 

even though these items were labeled for one-patient use. This is a relatively common practice in 

dentistry.  So, what’s all the fuss about?    

There are several issues to consider here and indeed, it is something to fuss about. First, let’s 

look at what exactly is a single-use or disposable device. By definition, a disposable device is one that is 

designed to be used on only one patient and then discarded. The device may be one that is not heat-

tolerant, such as disposable mouth mirrors, plastic suction tips or air/water syringe tips. Since the device 

is designed for only one use, it is not tested for safety and efficacy for multiple uses and exposure to 

chemicals or heat during reprocessing and sterilization. The device may also be very difficult to clean, 

which renders disinfection by immersion in a high-level disinfecting solution or heat sterilization 

ineffective; creating the risk of patient-to-patient contamination.    

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Air/Water Syringe Tip Covers  
by Palmero Healthcare 
Ref# 1950 (100-Pack)  
Ref# 1949 (250-Pack) 

Disposables Mouth Mirrors by Palmero Healthcare 
Ref# 93 (72-Pack Bulk)  
Ref# 94 (24-Pack Individually Wrapped) 
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Many dental professionals are not fully aware of the authority of the U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA) regarding dental and medical devices, which could be 

a major factor in the persistent practice of reusing disposable devices. The 

FDA has very specific labeling recommendations for single-use devices.i On 

the packaging for these items, the manufacturer is required to indicate that 

the items or devices are disposable or single-use. In the above-mentioned 

breach, it was reported that the devices in question were clearly labeled as 

single-use. The FDA also requires manufacturers to submit instructions for reprocessing of dental and 

medical devices, if applicable. If a manufacturer does not submit such instructions for FDA 

approval/clearance, a device is classified as disposable or single-use.ii These devices, such as disposable 

mouth mirrors, suction tips, impression trays, air/water syringe tips, burs, and other items may be 

difficult to clean; which may interfere with heat sterilization or high-level disinfection of the items. Some 

items are heat-sensitive, and may be damaged by heat sterilization, and therefore would need to be 

reprocessed in a high-level disinfectant (formerly referred to as “cold sterile” solutions). It is important 

to note that the use of immersion disinfectants has limitations. It cannot be monitored for effectiveness, 

for example a heat sterilizer can be spore tested to verify sterilization parameters have been met.  In 

addition, items immersed in these solutions must be rinsed upon removal from the solution, and 

exposure to tap water and room air results that the items are no longer sterile. 

The third factor to consider is when a facility reprocesses and reuses a disposable device, the 

FDA requires that the facility be able to prove that the device is not altered in any way by reprocessing. 

It must also show that it is as safe to use as when the manufacturer submitted its data to the FDA for 

approval or clearance to sell the device. This would not be possible in a dental practice.  

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) also addresses the reuse of disposable 

devices in several of its guidelines for infection control/prevention in dentistry as well as health care in 

general.iii The CDC states that a single-use device, also called a disposable device, is designed to be used 
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on one patient and then discarded, not reprocessed for use on another patient (e.g., cleaned, 

disinfected, or sterilized). 

The FDA regulations and CDC guidelines clearly preclude the reuse of disposable items. Yet the 

practice persists, primarily to save money on supply costs. The reality is, however, that if a cost analysis 

was performed regarding the time and materials needed to clean, disinfect, package, and sterilize a 

disposable item or device compared to the cost of the device itself, a practice would most likely save 

money and time by using the device once and throwing it away. 

If items cannot be adequately cleaned and sterilized for reuse, patients may be at risk of 

infectious disease transmission. Patient safety must come first. Compromising patient safety to save 

money by reusing items is an unacceptable practice. There is nothing that can justify knowingly putting 

patients at risk. The ultimate cost of the negative publicity resulting from an infection control breach in a 

dental practice would far outweigh any perceived cost savings by reusing disposable devices. 
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