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Abstract
Objectives: This aim of this study was to develop and assess a technique that could be
used to assess accurately the gingival volume changes seen in drug-induced gingival
overgrowth by the analysis of data obtained from an entire gingival surface by means
of three-dimensional imaging.

Material and Methods: Stone dental models of patients before and after
gingivectomy procedures were digitized with a laser scanner and then regenerated as
computer models constructed from the acquired three-dimensional co-ordinate data. A
comparison of superposed ‘‘before’’ and ‘‘after’’ surfaces was undertaken to assess
and accurately quantify changes in gingival contour.

Results: The mean vertical tissue reduction varied from 1.58 to 2.56 mm in the four
study subjects and individual differences are shown. The maximum thickness of
removed buccal gingival overgrowth was found to range between 1.20 and 3.40 mm.
The volume of tissue removed from each inter-dental papilla ranged from 4.2 to
46.1 mm3 and the mean volume of the papilla removed from each subject � SD values
was 24.8 � 13.1 mm3.

Conclusion: This method will measure changes in gingival tissues to within 60mm in
one plane, making it ideal for the assessment of longitudinal changes in gingival
contour as seen in the development of gingival overgrowth, its recurrence after surgery
or the changes in volume brought about by surgery.
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Phenytoin, ciclosporin and calcium
channel blockers may induce gingival
overgrowth. This usually occurs within
3 months of commencement of medica-
tion and begins as an enlargement of the
inter-dental papillae. As enlargement
increases the condition can become dis-
figuring and it is frequently the change
in aesthetics that causes the patients to
seek treatment. However, enlargement
of the lingual and palatal gingival tis-
sues can also lead to difficulties with
pronunciation and impaired clarity of
speech. In addition, gingival overgrowth

affects normal oral hygiene practice,
and where the soft tissue encroaches
onto the occlusal surface of the teeth,
it may interfere with both masticatory
function and be the source of pain.
Gingival changes are seen in approxi-
mately 50% of patients medicated with
phenytoin (Angelopoulos 1975), 6%
with the calcium channel blockers (Ellis
et al. 2001) and 25% with ciclosporin
(Thomason et al. 1996) but this may rise
to more than 60% in patients medicated
with both ciclosporin and a calcium
channel blocker (Thomason et al. 1995).

Assessment of Gingival Overgrowth

The changes in gingival contour seen in
patients with gingival overgrowth have
been classified using a wide range of
methods. The simplest classifications
are in the form of ordinal scales describ-
ing different levels of severity as mild,
moderate or severe but with little or no
attempt to describe the thresholds
between the categories (Frankel 1940,
Harris & Ewal 1942, Spira 1955, Klar
1973). A second form of ordinal scale
classifies the severity of the overgrowth
according to the amount of the tooth
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surface that it covers. These scales are
often very similar, although the actual
definition of each category may differ in
different reports (Gardner et al. 1962,
Aas 1963, Angelopoulous & Goaz 1972,
McGaw et al. 1987, Bäckman et al.
1989, Pan et al. 1992, Pernu et al.
1992, 1993a, b).

A number of authors have used the
measurement of probing depths as a
means of assessing gingival overgrowth
although this only measures overgrowth
in the vertical plane (Lundstrom et al.
1982, Dahllof & Modéer 1986, Modeer
et al. 1986, Modéer & Dahllöf 1987,
Wondimu et al. 1993, Somacarrera et al.
1994). In an attempt to overcome this
weakness, one group of workers also
incorporated the measurement of gingi-
val width in the assessment of pheny-
toin-induced gingival overgrowth
(Dahllof & Modéer 1986, Modeer
et al. 1986, Modéer & Dahllöf 1987).

Objective Evaluation

With the notable exceptions of those
recording probing depths and gingival
width (Dahllof & Modéer 1986, Modeer
et al. 1986, Modéer & Dahllöf 1987),
classification has been based on changes
of contour in the vertical plane only. In
an attempt to overcome this limitation,
Hassell et al. (1984) proposed a more
objective method of scoring the three-
dimensional changes in overgrowth.
Dental models were sectioned with a
die saw in the inter-dental region. The
long axis of the tooth and the depth of
the sulcus were inscribed on the cut
stone surface and the cut surface was
then photographed. The resulting 35 mm
slide was projected from a set distance
onto a screen, together with a second
image of a scale grid. Grid squares were
counted, and the total number of com-
plete grid squares for all the cut surfaces
was divided by the number of surfaces
(teeth) counted in order to derive the
total patient score.

The problem of assessing the volume
of overgrowth rather than just the
increase in size in one plane was
addressed the following year by a dif-
ferent group of workers (Seymour et al.
1985). Scoring was undertaken on plas-
ter study models derived from alginate
impressions. Gingival units based on a
single inter-dental papilla were identi-
fied, and overgrowth was assessed in
both the horizontal and vertical planes.
The two scores were added, giving an

overgrowth score for each gingival unit.
Twenty gingival units were identified,
each potentially scoring a maximum of
five and thus a maximum overgrowth
score for a patient of 100; this can be
conveniently expressed as a percentage
(Seymour et al. 1985). This system of
scoring gingival overgrowth, like the
system proposed by Hassell, allows
assessment of overgrowth in both hor-
izontal and vertical planes. Ultimately,
it may be criticized in relying more on
assessment of changes from an assumed
normal, rather than absolute measure-
ment of change.

This aim of this pilot study was to
provide a more objective and accurate
assessment of the volume of overgrowth
and also of its extent and distribution by
the analysis of data obtained from the
entire gingival surface by means of
three-dimensional imaging. Because of
its general applicability to many aspects
of morphological analysis, this techni-
que has been used in numerous dental
investigations using a variety of data
acquisition systems (Lambrechts et al.
1984, DeLong et al. 1985, Roulet 1987,
McDowell et al. 1988, Jovanovski et al.
1996, Chadwick et al. 1997, Mehl et al.
1997, Jovanovski & Lynch 2000). Typi-
cally, replicas of the study surface are
digitized by a device that captures
(x, y, z) co-ordinates by tactile or optical
means. From the acquired data, a com-
puter model of each study surface is
constructed and measurements are made
using appropriate software. Addition-
ally, a sequence of replicas of the same
oral structure can be superposed (brou-
ght into a common reference frame) to
enable detection and measurement of
changes such as post-surgical re-growth,
which occur over a period of time. In
this way, the use of three-dimensional
imaging at two separate time points
should allow an objective and accurate
assessment of the changes in contour
that occur over specific time periods.

Material and Methods

As outlined in the previous section, the
measurement of changes in gingival
contour is carried out on reconstructed
computer models of a sequence of repli-
cas of the study surface. The procedures
consist of the following stages:

(a) Production of models before and
after the period of change.

(b) Data acquisition.

(c) Construction of a mathematical
description and a corresponding
computer model of the replicated
surfaces.

(d) Superposition of a sequence of sur-
faces in order to bring them into a
common reference frame.

An overview of the methodology is
presented here. Details of the underlying
theory can be found in the original
articles by Taylor et al. (1993) and
Jovanovski & Lynch (2000).

Clinical procedures and replication

methods used in the present study

It is frequently necessary to consider
surgical re-contouring of the gingival
tissue to facilitate oral hygiene, as well
as to overcome problems with aes-
thetics, speech or masticatory function
in patients with drug-induced gingival
overgrowth. The surgical treatment of
choice is gingivectomy, which was first
advocated for drug-induced gingival
overgrowth in 1941 (Thompson & Gil-
lespie 1941). Conventionally, the excess
tissue is released by means of a long
bevel incision, which should ideally
allow the complete removal of pocket
tissue as part of the excised tissue mass,
particularly in the inter-dental region.
Plaster models derived from alginate
impressions (Kromopan BDS-Interna-
tional, Barnsley, UK) taken in stock
trays before and 1 week after surgery
were used to record the gingival contour
from four subjects who were undergoing
gingival surgery to reduce the severity
of their gingival overgrowth.

Data acquisition

The study models were digitized by a
Laserscan 3D Pro system (Willytec
GmbH, Gräfelfing, Germany.) located
at the Queen’s University Dental School
in Belfast (Fig. 1). Designed specifically
for dental applications, the Laserscan
operates on the principle of optical
triangulation. The model is illuminated
with a stripe of light from a semicon-
ductor laser to produce a planar curve
that is imaged by a charge-coupled
device (CCD) camera. This is a type of
semiconductor image-sensing device
that is commonly used in video cameras,
consisting of a rectangular matrix of
microscopic, individual sensing ele-
ments, each of which corresponds to
an image pixel. The known relative
positions of the laser source and the
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camera optics permit computation of the
spatial co-ordinates of points on the
curve. A series of successive planar
data sets are obtained by the stepwise
movement of the translation stage on
which the model is mounted. The result-
ing speed of acquisition is 8000–14,000
points per second. The manufacturer’s
specifications give the accuracy of the
system as better than 8mm and its
reproducibility as 2mm. These values
are in line with the evaluation performed
by Mehl et al. (1997).

The data point spacing for this study
was selected to be 100mm in the x–y
plane. Each set of acquired data con-
tained an average of 100,000 points. A
pair of pre- and post-operative regions

of interest are shown in Fig. 2 as are the
corresponding sets of acquired data
points.

Surface reconstruction

Each acquired data set consists of dis-
crete (x, y, z) data points. The nature of
the data acquisition process is such that
for any data point acquired at a particu-
lar location (x0, y0) on a pre-operative
study model, it is not possible to guar-
antee the existence of a corresponding
data point acquired at the same (x, y) co-
ordinates on the post-operative model.
As the measurement of changes in gin-
gival contour requires computation of
the difference in the z co-ordinates
between pre- and post-operative data
sets, it was necessary to produce a
continuous surface representation whose
mathematical form is z 5 f(x, y). Such a
representation was obtained by interpo-
lating each data set with bicubic spline
surfaces (Cox 1982). The spline surface
representation permits rapid evaluation
of the z co-ordinates, accurate measure-
ment and realistic rendering of the
reconstructed surfaces (Fig. 3).

Superposition

The detection and measurement of dif-
ferences between a pair of sequential
data sets requires that the data sets lie in
the same frame of reference, i.e. that the
numerical co-ordinates of corresponding
anatomical features are the same on both
data sets. In practice, the study models
cannot be mounted on the laser scan-
ner’s measuring platform with sufficient
accuracy to ensure identical placement

and orientation. Instead, the adjustment
of orientation is performed on the
acquired numerical data by a co-ordi-
nate transformation that fits the post-
operative data set onto the pre-operative
one. However, as the two data sets are
not identical the fitting is performed
only on the basis of data from the stable
regions provided by the ‘‘visible’’ (i.e.
exposed) portion of the buccal surfaces
of the teeth – regions that are assumed to
have remained unchanged or undergone
only small changes (Fig. 4).

A co-ordinate transformation t that
corresponds to the motion of a rigid
object is uniquely determined by six
parameters – three rotation angles and
a 3 � 1 translation vector. If S denotes
the bicubic spline interpolant of the pre-
operative data set and P denotes the set
of points that form the stable regions of
the post-operative data set, then an
optimal transformation leading to a
best fit will have the property of mini-
mizing the sum of squares of distances
between the surface S and the set of
transformed points t(p). The process of
determining the optimal transformation
is therefore a least squares problem with
six unknowns and as such is readily
solved by standard methods (Gill et al.
1981). Previous accuracy assessments
have shown that method errors in com-
puting co-ordinate transformation are
negligible (Jovanovski 1999).

Measurement of linear dimensions and

volume

With appropriate software, the super-
posed computer models can be analysed
in a number of ways that permit differ-
ences in shape to be visualized and
accurately measured.

Cross-sections can be made through
pre- and post-operative surfaces at the
same locations. Figure 4 illustrates two
such cross-sections, one through the
stable reference regions formed by
the tooth surfaces, and the other through
the gingivae. As expected, there is a
very close match along the cross-section
that passes through the stable region.
Simultaneous cross-sections permit the
thickness of removed tissue to be mea-
sured at any selected location (Fig. 5).

An overview of the magnitude of
change over an entire region of interest
is provided by colour-coded subtraction
maps (Fig. 6). The subtraction method is
also used to measure the volume of
removed tissue and to provide additional
statistics relating to the distribution of

Fig. 1. Laserscan 3D Pro system with model
in situ.

Fig. 2. A region of interest, before and after surgery shown clinically and as acquired data
(shown with reduced density).
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the differences between the two surfaces
(Fig. 7).

Results

The reductions in the maximum vertical
coverage of the buccal surface of the
teeth by the overgrown gingival papillae
are shown in Table 1. The mean tissue
reduction varied from 1.58 to 2.56 mm
in the four study subjects, and individual
differences are shown. The maximum
thickness of removed gingival over-

growth was found to range between 1.20
and 3.40 mm. The overall mean � SD of
measurements made on four subjects
were 2.15 � 0.60 mm (data not shown).

The reduction in the volume of each
individual papilla (as represented by
Fig. 6) resulting from the surgical pro-
cedure is shown in Table 2. The mean
volume removed for each subject ranged
from as little as 7.10 to 34.72 mm3. The
volume of tissue removed from each
inter-dental papilla ranged from 4.2 to
46.1 mm3, and the mean volume of the
papilla removed from each subject � SD
values was 24.8 � 13.1 mm3. Both the
greatest reduction of any one papilla
(between 13 and 12) and the greatest
variation in the volumes of papilla tissue
removed were seen in subject no 4 (SD of
12.25). The missing data for 22–23 in
subject 2 resulted from incomplete
recording of the papilla area in the
impression at the post-surgical visit.

Discussion

The accuracy with which changes in
gingival contour can be detected and
quantified is directly dependent on the

accuracy of the pairwise superposition
of the pre- and post-operative models. If
the models are not accurately super-
posed, then all measurements of lengths
and volumes will be subject to an addi-
tional error proportional to the extent of
the misalignment (Fig. 8).

Previous assessments of the method
accuracy, performed on synthetically
generated computer models of teeth,
have shown that method errors in com-
puting the optimal co-ordinate transfor-
mation are negligible and that errors in
superposing occur because the stable
(unchanged) reference regions, which
form the basis for superposing, are not
perfectly identical in practice (Jova-
novski 1999).

Dissimilarities in the nominally iden-
tical stable regions can be attributed to
errors in replicating, digitizing and
reconstructing the computer models of
the tooth surfaces. These errors have
been found to be 10 mm on hard tissue
and 45mm on soft tissue (e.g. gingivae),
whose replication exhibits lower repro-
ducibility than that of hard tissue (Jova-
novski & Lynch 2000).

Furthermore, errors can be introduced
by incorrect assumptions about the
extent of the stable regions when their
outline is traced by the operator of the
superposition software, although it is
possible to compensate for this automa-
tically by removing outlier points from
consideration. Superposition accuracy is
also dependent on the size and spatial
distribution of the stable regions. A
detailed analysis is given by Jovanovski
& Lynch (2000).

Regardless of the causes of errors, it
is possible to determine whether the
superposition has been performed with
sufficient accuracy by analysing the
goodness of fit of the superposed stable
regions. This can be carried out visually
by means of a subtraction map similar to
the one in Fig. 6 or numerically by com-
puting the root mean square (RMS) of
the differences in the z co-ordinate
between the baseline pre-operative and
superposed post-operative surface.

In this study, the stable regions con-
sisted of the surfaces of the teeth adja-
cent to the gingival region of interest.
Replication was performed with plaque
removed. In some cases, much of the
tooth surface was obscured by the over-
grown gingivae but not to an extent
that would have a significant adverse
effect.

The RMS goodness of fit ranged from
10 to 30mm except in cases where

Fig. 4. Cross-sections through superposed surfaces.

Fig. 3. Surfaces of Fig. 2 reconstructed from acquired data.

Fig. 5. Measurement of thickness of
removed tissue.
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movement of individual teeth had
occurred (Fig. 9). Such cases were read-
ily detectable by their poorer goodness
of fit and instead of assuming a single
stable region consisting of all the tooth
surfaces, measurements were obtained
by consecutively performing locally
accurate superposition of individual
teeth.

On the basis of the values given
above, it can be concluded that measure-
ments of changes in gingival thickness
are accurate to 60 mm, or 3% of the
mean measured change.

This methodology allows the assess-
ment of small gingival changes and as
such would be an ideal method for assess-
ment of longitudinal changes in gingival
overgrowth. Equally, it could be applied
to other assessments of soft tissue changes
such as following crown lengthening pro-
cedures and assessment of the re-estab-
lishment of biological width.

Conclusions

This methodology of analysing digitized
replicas has been applied in a number of
previous studies (Savill et al. 1998,
Snider et al. 1999, Yeganeh et al.
1999a, b) that have showed it to be
capable of providing objective and accu-
rate assessment of morphological
change. This method will measure
changes in gingival tissues to within
60mm in one plane, making it suitable
for the assessment of small changes in
gingival contour. As such, it would be
an ideal method for assessment of long-
itudinal changes in gingival contour as
seen in the development of gingival
overgrowth, its recurrence after surgery
or the changes in volume brought about
by surgery.
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G. (1989) Folate treatment of diphenylhydan-

toin-induced gingival hyperplasia. Scandina-

vian Journal of Dental Research 97,

222–232.

Chadwick, R. G., Mitchell, H. L., Cameron, I.,

Hunter, B. & Tulley, M. (1997) Development

of a novel system for assessing tooth

and restoration wear. Journal of Dentistry

25, 41–47.

Cox, M. (1982) Practical spline approximation.

In: Turner, P. (ed). Lecture Notes in Mathe-

matics 965: Topics in Numerical Analysis,

pp. 79–112. Berlin: Springer Verlag.
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Modéer, T. & Dahllöf, G. (1987) Development

of phenytoin induced gingival overgrowth in

non-institutionalised epileptic children sub-

ject to different plaque control programs.

Acta Odontologica Scandinavia 45, 81–85.

Pan, W. L., Chan, C. P., Huang, C. C. & Lai, M.

K. (1992) Cyclosporine-induced gingival

overgrowth. Transplantation Proceedings

24, 1393–1394.

Pernu, H. E., Pernu, L. M. H., Huttunen, K. R.

H., Nieminen, P. A. & Knuuttila, M. L. E.

(1992) Gingival overgrowth among renal

transplant recipients related to immunosup-

pressive medication and possible local back-

ground factors. Journal of Periodontology 63,

548–553.

Pernu, H. E., Pernu, L. M. & Knuuttila, M. L.

(1993a) Effect of periodontal treatment on

gingival overgrowth among cyclosporine

A-treated renal transplant recipients. Journal

of Periodontology 64, 1098–1100.

Pernu, H. E., Pernu, L. M., Knuuttila, M. L. &

Huttunen, K. R. (1993b) Gingival overgrowth

among renal transplant recipients and urae-

mic patients. Nephrology, Dialysis, Trans-

plantation 8, 1254–1258.

Roulet, J. F. (1987) Development of appropriate

measuring devices. In: Degradation of Dental

Polymers, pp. 101–108. Basel, Switzerland: S

Karger AG.

Savill, G., Grigor, J., Huntingdon, E., Jackson,

R. & Lynch, E. (1998) Toothbrush design:

adapting for the future. International Dental

Journal 48, 519–525.

Seymour, R. A., Smith, D. G. & Turnbull, D. N.

(1985) The effect of phenytoin and sodium

valproate on the periodontal health of adult

epileptic patients. Journal of Clinical Perio-

dontology 12, 413–419.

Snider, A., Buchanan, W., Yeh, C., Donovan

Brand, R., Mahony, L., Jovanovski, V., Zou,

L. & Lynch, E. (1999) Canine gingivitis

assessment by computer aided 3 dimensional

coordinate metrology. Journal of Dental

Research 78, 351.

Somacarrera, M. L., Herandez, G., Acero, J. &

Moskow, B. S. (1994) Localisation of gingi-

val overgrowth in heart transplant patients

undergoing cyclosporin therapy. Journal of

Periodontology 65, 666–670.

Spira, M. (1955) Diphenylhydantoin sodium

hyperplasia: hydrocortisone acetate as an

adjunct in its treatment. Journal of Oral

Surgery 13, 280–287.

Taylor, J. L., Spencer, J. L., Breuer, M. M.,

DeLong, R., Pintado, M. R. & Douglas, W.

H. (1993) Digital technique for measuring

changes in gingival contour. Journal of Den-

tal Research 72, 243.

Thomason, J. M., Seymour, R. A., Ellis, J. S.,

Kelly, P. J., Parry, G., J, D. & Idle, J. R.

(1995) Iatrogenic gingival overgrowth in

cardiac transplantation. Journal of Perio-

dontology 66, 742–746.

Fig. 9. Cross-section showing movement of teeth.

1074 Thomason et al.



Thomason, J. M., Seymour, R. A., Ellis, J. S.,

Kelly, P. J., Parry, G., Dark, J., Wilkinson, R.

& Idle, J. R. (1996) Determinants of gingival

overgrowth severity in organ transplant

patients. An examination of the role of

HLA phenotype. Journal of Clinical Perio-

dontology 23, 628–634.

Thompson, E. C. & Gillespie, J. B. (1941)

Hyperplasia of the gums following Dilantin

therapy, with gingivectomy for correction.

Journal of the American Dental Association

28, 1613–1615.

Wondimu, B., Dahllof, G., Berg, U. & Modeer,

T. (1993) Cyclosporin-A-induced gingival

overgrowth in renal transplant children. Scan-

dinavian Journal of Dental Research 101,

282–286.

Yeganeh, S., Lynch, E., Jovanovski, V. & Zou,

L. (1999a) Quantification of root surface

plaque using a new 3-D laser scanning meth-

od. Journal of Clinical Periodontology 26,

692–697.

Yeganeh, S., Lynch, E., Shearer, B., Heath, M.

R., Jovanovski, V. & Zou, L. (1999b) Clinical

and metrology assessment of experimentally

induced gingivitis. Journal of Dental

Research 78, 351.

Address:

J. Mark Thomason

School of Dental Sciences

University of Newcastle upon Tyne

Framlington Place

Newcastle upon Tyne

NE2 4BW

UK

E-mail: j.m.thomason@newcastle.ac.uk

Laser scanning gingival overgrowth 1075




