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It used to be not uncommon to have implant (https://www.speareducation.com/spear-
review/category/implants) screws come loose, but the times have changed. 

The reason implant abutment screws used to come loose could be attributed to a few different factors: 

External hex (Branemark style) implants: The external hex on these implants provided little resistance
and/or retention, so a lot of load was placed on the screw itself. Today’s implants are mainly designed with
an internal connection utilizing a platform-switch concept. With this design, the screws get very little load
as most of the forces are distributed in the internal connection.             

The lack of proper torque of the abutment screws: This was in part due to the design of the screw itself
(screw material and screw head design, i.e. slotted screws) and the lack of proper torque delivery systems
for tightening the screws adequately. Today we have much better screw designs as well as torque drivers,
so this is typically not a reason for today’s abutment screws coming loose.

Improper occlusal/force management: Although this has always been a concern and is still heavily
debated, it was more of a concern with the old external hex-style implants. Again, I find that with the
internal connection design, the components fit together so well that an occlusal issue would most likely
present as fractured ceramic.

So, why might you still occasionally see implant abutment screws
(https://www.speareducation.com/spear-review/2014/09/implant-abutments-choose) (either in
provisional or definitive restorations) coming loose? Often, the cause of the screw loosening is due to the
interface of the bony profile around the implant and the flare of the abutment/restoration. The patient in
Figure 1, below, was sent to my office because the screw-retained implant restoration that was placed had
come loose a few weeks after placement and the restoration could not be replaced. (The reason that the
definitive screw-retained restoration could not be replaced was because the angulation of the implant
caused a problem with the path of insertion given the adjacent implant restoration was already in place). 
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Figure 1

But why did the implant restoration come loose in the first place? 

The most common cause for screws loosening today is when the bony profile around the implant prevents
the restoration from being completely seated. With bone-level internal connection designed implants, the
typical bony profile is “funnel” shaped, as opposed to the traditional flat-top external hex-style implants
where the bone remodeled down to the level of the first thread. With the “funnel” shaped bony profile, the
flare of the implant abutment/restoration can bind with the bone, thus preventing the restoration from
fully seating. Under pressure from the restoration, the bone will undergo pressure necrosis and, when it
does, the abutment screw will become loose. 

 How does this occur?

As can bee seen in Figure 2, below, there is a difference in the “flare” of the different implant components
(from left to right, ti-base, temporary abutment and impression coping). (Click here for more on dental
implants parts and pieces (https://www.speareducation.com/spear-review/2015/03/just-the-basics-please-
part-i-implant-parts-and-pieces-101).) Both the ti-base and temporary abutment have a flare that is not
present on the impression coping or healing abutment. For this reason, the binding only occurs when the
provisional or definitive restoration is seated. The screw may “show” that it is fully torqued down, but in
fact the abutment is binding on the bone.
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Figure 2

To keep this from occurring, you should look at the bony profile around the implant and if needed, reduce
the flare of the abutment/restoration so that it is narrower upon its immediate emergence out of the
fixture. If the flare of the temporary abutment was reduced in the provisional phase, then this information
needs to be passed on to the technician when fabricating the definitive abutment/restoration or the same
problem may be encountered with the emergence profile. It may in fact be beneficial to send a radiograph
to the technician along with the definitive impression so they can observe the emergence/bony profile. 

The next time you encounter a loose screw on one of your implant restorations, check the flare of the
restoration and the bony profile around the implant.

(If you enjoyed this article, please click here for more content from Dr. Gregg Kinzer
(https://www.speareducation.com/spear-review/author/greggory-kinzer/).)

Gregg Kinzer, D.D.S., M.S., Spear Faculty and Contributing Author

Want to learn more about implants?
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(https://www.speareducation.com/login?redirect=/digital-learning/view/course/507/lesson/1245)

Watch Implant Treatment Planning: Developing the Preliminary Restorative Plan from Spear Online Course Library
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