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Introduction: Why Shade-
Matching Matters
This cheat sheet is designed for dental assistants or clinicians with little or no experience in shade
selection.

It provides foundational color principles and step-by-step instructions to help you achieve accurate,
consistent results every time.

Accurate shade selection is central to restorative dentistry: even the most precisely fabricated crown
will appear artificial if the shade is off—particularly the value. This guide organizes the essential theory
and turns it into a repeatable chairside process you can use immediately

You will learn the language of color (hue, value, chroma), the environmental and human factors that
influence perception, the tools that make your work easier, and a practical seven-step protocol you can
follow in any operatory.

The final pages include a mistake-avoidance section and a printable checklist you can keep within
reach. Read straight through for a full orientation, or jump to the protocol and checklist when you need
a quick refresher.
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1. Understanding Tooth Color

Hue, Value, and Chroma
Explained
Hue, Value and Chroma: these three pillars describe what you see when you look at teeth.
• Hue: The color family (yellow, reddish-yellow, etc.).
• Value: Lightness or darkness — the MOST important factor in shade accuracy.
• Chroma: Color saturation or intensity. Key concept: Start with VALUE. If value is wrong, the restoration
will look mismatched even if the hue is correct.

Teeth are complex optical structures; enamel and dentin interact with light to create a layered
appearance. Enamel is more translucent and tends to influence value and surface texture, while dentin
contributes to the underlying hue and chroma.

Because the human eye is more sensitive to differences in value than to hue or chroma, prioritizing
value selection first helps prevent the most obvious mismatches. Once value is correct, hue and
chroma adjustments bring the restoration into harmony with adjacent teeth. Remember that perceived
color is contextual: the same shade tab can look different depending on background, lighting, and
hydration status. This is why you will control the environment and timing of your selection throughout
the protocol.
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2. Factors That Affect Shade
Selection

Lighting: Set the Stage for
Accurate Perception

•

•

•

Avoid bright operatory lights directly on the tooth — they wash out true color. Natural light or
neutral LED lighting works best.

When you rely on overhead lighting alone, glare can flatten surface texture and inflate the perceived
value, leading you to choose an overly light restoration.

Consider installing a dedicated color-corrected task light or using a handheld device calibrated near
daylight.

Lighting is the biggest environmental variable you can control. Use neutral, color-corrected lighting
(around 5500K).

If you do step outside to use natural light, remain consistent and avoid high noon or dramatic shadows.
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Tooth Hydration: Time Your Shade
Early

•

•

•

•

Always take the shade BEFORE isolating the tooth.

Rubber dam placement, extended air-drying, or long appointments can elevate the apparent value
by dehydrating enamel.

Plan to select the shade within the first few minutes and before applying retraction cord, dam, or
prolonged suction.

If a tooth becomes dehydrated, give it a few minutes to rehydrate before reattempting.

Dehydrated teeth appear lighter.
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Surroundings: Neutralize
Distractions

Observer Fatigue: Protect Your
Eyes

•

•

•

•

•

•

Use neutral, color-corrected lighting (around 5500K).

Avoid bright operatory lights directly on the tooth — they wash out true color.

Natural light or neutral LED lighting works best.

Dehydrated teeth appear lighter. Always take the shade BEFORE isolating the tooth.

Remove lipstick or bright colors that can reflect onto teeth. Use a neutral grey bib or background.

The human eye tires easily. Limit each shade comparison to 5 seconds. Look away at something
blue or grey periodically to reset your eyes.

Remove lipstick or bright colors that can reflect onto teeth. Use a neutral grey bib or background.
Colorful clothing, bold lipstick, and even bright operatory walls can shift perceived hue and chroma by
casting reflections onto the teeth. A neutral field allows your eyes to judge value accurately. Consider
disposable grey cards or bibs for quick background control.

The human eye tires easily. Limit each shade comparison to 5 seconds. Look away at something blue or
grey periodically to “reset” your eyes. Prolonged staring desensitizes cones, causing subtle shifts in
perceived hue and chroma. Short, repeated comparisons with periodic breaks produce more reliable
selections. Position a small grey card chairside as your reset target.
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3. Tools You Should Use

Visual Shade Guide: Still the Gold
Standard
Visual Shade Guide: Hold tabs at the same plane as the tooth. Keep the guide clean and replace worn
tabs. The visual guide remains indispensable for quick comparisons and for communicating with
Dickerman Dental Prosthetics using common shade systems. Position the tab edge parallel to the facial
plane of the tooth, with incisal edges aligned where possible. If tabs are stained, faded, or damaged,
replace them—aged tabs mislead value and chroma selection. Work quickly in 5-second bursts, rotating
between close candidates to minimize eye fatigue.
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Cross-Polarizing Filters (Optional
but Helpful)

Camera or Smartphone:
Document What You See

•

•

•

•

•

•

Hold tabs at the same plane as the tooth.

Keep the guide clean and replace worn tabs.

Eliminates glare with cross-polarizing filters.

Reveals internal characterizations.

Capture images straight-on and from multiple angles.

Include the selected shade tab in photos.

Cross-polarizing filters eliminate glare and reveal internal characterizations such as decalcification,
hypocalcified flecks, and dentin mamelons. By suppressing specular reflection, these filters enhance
the visibility of intrinsic color and translucency. They are optional but helpful, especially for anterior
esthetics or when you need to communicate nuanced features to Dickerman Dental Prosthetics.

Camera or Smartphone: Capture images straight-on and from multiple angles. Include the selected
shade tab in photos. Modern smartphones can produce excellent reference images when used with
neutral lighting and a grey reference. Shoot in focus, avoid heavy post-processing, and include a full-
face smile, a close-up retracted smile, a direct front tooth photo with the shade tab, and additional
angled photos as needed. Store images with the case record so Dickerman Dental Prosthetics and
clinical team can reference them during fabrication and try-in.
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4. Step-by-Step Shade-Matching
Protocol

Step 1 — Prepare the
Environment

Step 2 — Perform a Quick Value
Selection

Step 3 — Refine the Hue

Seat the patient upright. Reduce overhead operatory light. Ensure teeth are hydrated. Before you start,
remove visual distractions (lipstick, colorful bibs), place a neutral grey background, and set your light
to around 5500K if possible. Have your visual shade guide, cross-polarizing filter (if available), camera
or smartphone, and a grey card within reach.

Compare LIGHT vs. DARK first. Hold the shade tab next to the tooth for no more than 5 seconds. Choose
the closest VALUE match. Working quickly prevents retinal fatigue and keeps hydration consistent. Sort
your guide by value if the system allows, or group clearly lighter vs darker tabs to speed the decision.

Determine whether the tooth leans more yellow, reddish, or neutral. After locking value, look for the
hue family that best harmonizes with adjacent teeth. Avoid overfocusing on hue if value is questionable
—recheck value if something still looks off.
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Step 4 — Refine the Chroma

Step 5 — Confirm Under Multiple
Angles

Compare low vs. high saturation tabs within the selected value range. Chroma is influenced by dentin.
Match the saturation at the middle third of the tooth, then consider the cervical third (often higher
chroma) and incisal third (often more translucent) for Dickerman Dental Prosthetics.

Check the shade from straight on, slight left, and slight right. Teeth are not flat — angles matter. Slight
changes in angle alter specular highlights and reveal mismatches you might miss head-on. If your
operatory allows, step slightly toward a window or neutral light source for a second look.
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Step 6 — Capture Reference
Photos

Step 7 — Document and
Communicate With Dickerman
Dental Prosthetics

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Seat the patient upright; reduce overhead light; ensure hydration.

Choose value first in under 5 seconds.

Refine hue within the chosen value family.

Refine chroma: compare low vs high saturation tabs.

Verify from straight-on and oblique angles.

Capture full-face, retracted, direct with tab, and angled photos.

Send final shade, photos, and notes (translucency, texture, characterizations, special requests).

Recommended photos: Full-face smile. Close-up retracted smile. Direct front tooth photo with shade
tab. Additional angled photos as needed. Photographing the selected tab in the same plane as the
tooth helps Dickerman Dental Prosthetics calibrate both value and chroma. Include one cross-polarized
image if you have the equipment.

Include: Final selected shade. Photos with shade tab. Notes about translucency, surface texture,
internal characterizations. Any additional prosthetic requests (halo effects, mamelons, incisal
translucency, etc.). Clear documentation reduces remakes and speeds turnaround. When in doubt, add
a quick sketch or annotate photos to point out features you want the technician to reproduce.
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5. Common Shade-Matching
Mistakes (and How to Fix Them)

•

•

•

•

Mistake: Choosing shade after isolation — Fix: Always take shade BEFORE drying or isolating.

Mistake: Overhead light on — Fix: Dim or turn off the operatory light.

Mistake: Only checking from one angle — Fix: Always verify from multiple positions.

Mistake: Holding the shade tab incorrectly — Fix: Keep shade tab parallel to the facial plane of the
tooth.

Pro Tips to Strengthen
Consistency

Avoiding common pitfalls will elevate your shade-matching consistency.

Standardize your operatory with a neutral grey background and daylight-calibrated lighting. Sort your
shade guide by value to accelerate Step 2. Keep a small blue card or grey card at the chair to reset your
eyes between comparisons. Train the whole team in the same seven-step protocol so anyone can
capture reliable data when timing is tight. Build a photo library of successful cases, annotated with final
shades and notes for Dickerman Dental Prosthetics, to serve as a reference for future selections. When
communicating with Dickerman Dental Prosthetics, mention incisal translucency, halo effects at the
incisal edge, mamelons, aprismatic enamel, and any craze lines or white spots you want reproduced,
and include macro shots when possible. These habits reduce remakes and improve patient satisfaction.
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6. Quick Checklist (Print and Use
Chairside)

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Room lighting neutral (5500K)

Overhead light dimmed

Teeth hydrated

Patient removed lipstick

Grey background in place

Value selected first

Hue adjusted second

Chroma adjusted third

Verified from 3 angles

Photos taken with shade tab

Notes recorded for Dickerman Dental Prosthetics

Use this checklist to keep your process tight, repeatable, and efficient. The items below mirror the
protocol and factor controls from earlier chapters so you can run through them in under a minute
before committing to a shade. Check that your lighting is neutral, the overhead light is dimmed,
hydration is adequate, and the environment is neutralized. Verify that you chose value first, then
refined hue and chroma, confirmed from three angles, captured the necessary photos, and
documented your notes for Dickerman Dental Prosthetics. Consistency is what turns occasional success
into predictable excellence.

This cheat sheet equips any team member — even with no prior shade-matching experience — to
produce accurate, consistent results every time. Combine the foundational color principles (hue, value,
chroma) with environmental control, tool proficiency, and a concise step-by-step protocol. With
practice, your selections will become faster and more reliable, communication with Dickerman Dental
Prosthetics will be clearer, and patient satisfaction will rise. Keep this guide accessible in the operatory,
share the protocol with your team, and revisit the mistake-avoidance tips whenever a case feels tricky.
Accurate shade-matching is a learned, repeatable skill—this guide ensures you have a dependable
system to achieve it.
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