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The question that I hear the most is, what if I started a root canal and then found a crack in the 

tooth and the tooth was inoperable.  How do I get reimbursed for my time or is it just a wash? 

 

As an endodontist, the code D3332 incomplete endodontic therapy; inoperable, unrestorable or 
fractured tooth plays a big part in my life.  Most teeth that I treat have a crack in there 
somewhere, and I just don’t know the extent of that crack until I get into the tooth.  That doesn’t 
help me much when I need to present financial information to the patient.  

 

When I suspect a crack, I always quote my patient two different financial scenarios.  By doing 
this, it also allows me to have the conversation that the tooth may not be saveable and I don’t 
surprise them with this in the end.  So, I will let them know depending on what I find inside the 
tooth, the charge for the procedure could be either the root canal procedure (i.e. D3330) or an 
inoperable procedure (D3332).  
 
Either way, I have to do a lot of work.  I still have to fully debride the canals in order to relieve 
pain and make sure that they are comfortable to wait to get the tooth extracted.  I am basically 
doing the first visit to completion, in other words, half of the root canal and medicating the tooth.  
 
This code means that you could not determine this tooth to be non-restorable at the evaluation 
appointment and treatment needed to be started in order to investigate.  So, perhaps you found 
a vertical root fracture or the decay carried into the furcation, or there was just too much 
resorption to restore the tooth. Regardless of the situation, I make sure I always clean and 
shape the canals to make sure I control the infection at that time.  
 
The secret to this code is that “a considerable amount of time was necessary” to 
determine diagnosis and/or provide initial treatment before identifying the fracture that 
makes the tooth unretainable.  And this message needs to be put into your narrative to 
the insurance company.  You should also mention that the tooth was cleaned and shaped 
during the process to alleviate their pain.  Make sure to download the “Inoperable 
Narrative” as I would highly suggest always submitting this code with a narrative.  
 
I have even had to use this code when I have found the tooth to be restorable at the time of 
obturation, but then the patient has fractured the tooth waiting to get the crown.  If this situation 
occurs in a short period of time and the patient was simply waiting for their appointment, I will 
reverse my claim with the insurance from the root canal procedure to the inoperable code and 
get the patient a partial refund.  Now, if they didn’t get their crown in time, then that is a different 
story.  
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