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IS IT NORMAL FOR TEETH TO 
SHIFT AFTER BRACES?
It can be disheartening for patients that have just had their braces removed 
to see their teeth shifting. While wearing a retainer can help to prevent some 
shifting, it is normal for teeth to undergo a process of “settling” that begins 
immediately following the removal of braces. It is important for patients to 
understand why teeth shift, what degree of shifting is expected and acceptable 
after braces removal, and how to tell if teeth are shifting too much and require 
additional treatment.

NATURAL SETTLING PROCESS
When the braces are on, the teeth are held firmly in the position that the 
orthodontist desires. When the braces come off, the teeth are susceptible to the 
natural shifting that all parts of the body are susceptible to. The teeth are also 
susceptible to outside forces such as the tongue and wear from chewing. Some 
degree of shifting is expected and may even help the bite pattern to come into 
better alignment than with the braces on.

RETAINER USE
Retainer use is necessary to prevent high degrees of shifting. If a patient follows 
the orthodontist’s directions regarding retainer use, the teeth will generally only 
shift slightly and no additional treatment will be needed. Retainer use is most 
important immediately following the removal of the braces, as this is the time 
when teeth are settling the most. It is usually necessary for retainers to be used 

nightly for the rest of a patient’s life after the initial period of 
continuous wear that is dictated by the orthodontist. Failure to 
use a retainer as the orthodontist recommends may result in 
additional treatment to correct misalignments.

FRONT TEETH SHIFTING
Shifting of the front teeth is undesirable and may lead to 
a need for additional treatment. If the front teeth begin to 
shift, the orthodontist should be notified immediately. The 
orthodontist may be able to correct the shifting before it 
becomes severe by gluing a bonded retainer to the back of 
teeth until the teeth stabilize. However, this is not possible 
with all patients. If the bite is too tight to allow a bonded 
retainer to be inserted behind the front teeth, the orthodontist 
may recommend allowing the teeth to shift to the final 
position and then use other means to close the gap  
between teeth.

CORRECTING SHIFTING
If the teeth begin to slowly shift in the weeks following braces 
removal, the orthodontist may be able to make adjustments 
to the retainer or prescribe a new retainer in order to prevent 
further shifting. If the orthodontist is notified quickly enough, 
but correction cannot be achieved simply by adjusting the 
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So it’s almost time to get your braces off. Congratulations! 
You’ve been waiting for this day a long time. You can’t wait 
to see what your beautiful smile will look like after all of 
your patience and the orthodontist’s hard work. In addition, 
you can finally chew gum and eat hard candy again!

While getting your braces off is very exciting, 
what should you expect after they’re gone? 
Will your teeth shift, negating all of the time 
and energy spent on straightening them? Will 
you have to wear a retainer? What kind of 
retainer should you get? This guide answers all 
of these questions and more so you know what 
to expect after your braces come off.



retainer, it may be possible to use a clear aligner that can be worn 
continuously for a short period of time to correct the minor shifting. 
If shifting is allowed to continue for too long, it may become severe 
and require reinstallation of braces. It is highly recommended that 
patients notify an orthodontist as soon as movement is noticed to make 
correction as easy as possible.

RETAINERS 101
Now that you know that some shifting is expected after your braces 
are removed, how can you minimize this shifting so your teeth remain 
beautiful and straight? As stated above, the answer is to wear a retainer. 
Retainers are critical for keeping the teeth in place after braces have 
done their job, both short-term and long-term. When patients neglect 
their retainers, their teeth will more than likely shift back to their original 
positions – which translates to an enormous waste of time and money!

WHAT IS A RETAINER?
Orthodontic retainers are customized mouth pieces that are worn for 
certain periods of time after a patient’s braces are removed. Retainers 
are made for each braces patient the day that their braces are removed. 
The process uses a custom mold that fits snugly to the position of their 
perfect new smile. Wearing a retainer ensures that the teeth do not shift 
back into their original positions.

RETAINER USES
There are two main uses for retainers after braces: immediately after 
the braces are removed and long-term use after the initial removal 
period. When braces are first removed, patients will need to wear their 
retainers “full-time” for a time period recommended by the orthodontist. 
This means that they should always be worn, except when eating food 
and brushing teeth. This full-time period typically lasts from a couple of 
weeks to a couple of months, depending on the patient’s orthodontic 
condition. After this period, orthodontists often recommend that patients 
continue to wear their retainer every night for as long as they want their 
teeth to stay straight – which is forever!

IMPORTANCE OF RETAINERS
We cannot stress enough the importance of wearing retainers. This is 
because when braces are initially removed, the ligaments and structures 
of the mouth have not yet set in place. If the patient does not wear a 
retainer, the teeth will shift back into their original positions. Shifting is 
not just a possibility – it will definitely happen without a retainer! Even 
after the initial full-time wear period, the teeth may still slowly shift 
back over the course of the patient’s life. This is why long-term nightly 
retainer use is typically recommended.
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TYPES OF RETAINERS
Now that you know the importance of retainers, it’s time to consider your 
choice of retainer. There are a few different types of retainers that are 
available to patients with braces. Each of these types has advantages and 
disadvantages. Additionally, certain types of retainers may be better suited 
for patients with different lifestyles. Take some time to speak with your 
orthodontist about the different types of retainers and which one will work 
best for you.

REMOVABLE VS. FIXED RETAINERS
The first consideration when looking into retainers is to consider whether you 
want a removable retainer or a fixed retainer. As indicated by the name, a 
removable retainer is similar to a mouthpiece and can be taken out and put 
back in at any time. Depending on the type, removable retainers are typically 
made with acrylic, plastic, and/or metal. Removable retainers are the most 

common types of retainer. Fixed retainers, also called permanent 
retainers, are attached along the back of the teeth and remain in that 
position until removed by the orthodontist.

TYPES OF REMOVABLE RETAINERS
There are two primary types of removable retainers: Hawley retainers 
and clear retainers, which are also referred to as Essix retainers. 
Braces patients who want a removable retainer should schedule an 
orthodontic consultation to discuss which type of removable retainer 
may be best for them.

HAWLEY RETAINERS
Hawley retainers are the most common type of retainer. They are 
made from acrylic that is molded to fit across the roof of the patient’s 
mouth and along the back of the bottom teeth. They also feature 
metal clasps that fasten snugly around the teeth, with a metal wire 
that runs across the front of the teeth.

CLEAR RETAINERS
Clear retainers are similar to the Invisalign invisible braces system. 
They are also referred to as Essix retainers, after one of the brands of 
this type of retainer. Clear retainers are made from a thin, transparent 
type of plastic that is vacuum-formed to the teeth. As a result, they 
resemble mouth guards. Clear retainers have the obvious benefit of 
being less visible to others than Hawley retainers. However, they 
may be less durable. They are therefore not recommended for braces 
patients with certain conditions, such as teeth grinding.

FIXED RETAINERS
Fixed retainers may be recommended for those who have a higher risk 
of their teeth shifting back into their original positions. The orthodontist 
may recommend that a fixed retainer be kept in place for several 
months after the braces are removed or even for the duration of the 
patient’s life. The main advantage for fixed retainers is that patients do 
not need to worry about forgetting to put their retainer in. However, 
they may be more difficult to clean, as patients will need to make sure 
they’re removing all food particles and buildup that may get trapped 
underneath or behind the wires.

The Waiting Room at Carlyle Orthodontics.



You now know what to expect after your braces are removed. You know that 
some shifting is expected and how to recognize when too much shifting has 
occurred. You also know how to reduce as much shifting as possible by wearing 
a retainer. You know the different types of retainers and what the advantages 
and disadvantages are to each. Which type of retainer will you choose to help 
maintain your beautiful, glowing smile after your braces are removed?

After all of your patience and hard work, you want to keep that stunning 
smile forever. Carlyle Orthodontics can help! Our top priority is providing 
outstanding orthodontic treatment in a friendly, caring environment utilizing the 
latest techniques available. Whether you need a consultation on which type 
of retainer you should get or if you need some work done to correct too much 
shifting in your teeth, we are here to help you keep your smile beautiful!

Call Now For an Appointment
407-447-9060

8255 Lee Vista Blvd. Orlando, FL 32829


