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Knowledge and Behaviors Regarding Early Childhood
Caries Among Low-Income Women in Florida: A Pilot Study

|Mar1,ram Rahbari, BA, RDH, MPH; Jaana Gold, DDS, Pth

Introduction

Dental caries is the most preva-
lent and wuntreated chronic disease
of children in the U.S.* Early child-
hood caries (ECC), formerly known
as baby bottle decay, affects the
primary dentition of those less than
72 months of age, and currently chil-
dren ages 2 to 5 have approximately
30% untreated dental decay.2? It is
estimated that 17 million low-income
children received no dental care in
2009.* Dental caries is prevalent in
children from low-income households
and minority populations.:#

ECC is a major public health prob-
lem, and if left untreated can cause
pain, infection and swelling from ab-
scess, eating problems, and esthetic
concerns.'® Untreated dental caries
can lead to loss of school time, learn-
ing difficulties, impaired nutrition and
health, and in severe cases can result
in life-threatening infection.? Each
year children miss 51 million hours
of school due to dental related prob-
lems.* Hospitalization for treatment

Abstract

Purpose: This study evaluated the oral health knowledge and be-
haviors in pregnant women and mothers of young children in rela-
tion to early childhood caries to assess the need for an educational
oral health program.

Methods: Interviews were conducted from a sample of 103 Med-
icaid-eligible participants; 56 pregnant women and 47 mothers
with children under the age 6 in Florida. The data were collected
using a 4-page questionnaire with closed-ended questions and
analyzed using SAS/STAT 9.22.

Results: Overall, 79 of 101 study participants (78%) did not re-
ceive any dental care during pregnancy. There was a significant re-
lationship between the frequencies of mother’s tooth brushing and
how frequently toddlers” teeth were brushed (C=0.29; p=0.04),
and the mothers’ self-reported oral health ratings and how fre-
quently they brushed their toddlers’ teeth (r2=0.29; p=0.03).
Conclusion: Mothers’ oral hygiena habits are significantly related
to the oral hygiene habits of their children. Oral health educa-
tion, during and after pregnancy, would be benefidal to promote
healthier mouths for the mothers and their children.

Keywords: dental caries, early childhood caries, WIC, oral health

This study supports the NDHRA priority area, Health Promo-
tion/Disease Prevention: Investigate the effectiveness of oral
self-care behaviors that prevent or reduce oral diseases among all
age, sodal and cultural groups.

under general anesthesia is most often necessary to Since ECC is prevalent among children between

treat severe ECC.?

2 to 5 years old of low socioeconomic status,*® a
special supplemental nutrition program for Women,

Major risk factors for ECC are minority racial sta-
tus and low family income, poor access to dental
care, and mothers” poor knowledge about the im-
portance of oral health.t* Poor oral health behaviors
of the mothers and their young children are also
factors in developing ECC.* Freguent exposures to
sweetened drinks and milk in baby bottles and sip-
py cups, as well as nursing during sleep have been
linked to the development of severe ECC.” Studies
find that ECC can have an overall negative effect on
the oral health related guality of life of preschool
children.® Toddlers affected by ECC tend to grow
slower than caries-free toddlers, may be under-
weight due to difficulty eating and are more likely to
have dental problems as adults.*

Infants and Children (WIC) can provide a target
group for preventive dental services. WIC programs
are offered through county health departments and
provide nutritious foods, nutritional counseling and
referrals to health care and social services to low-
income pregnant, postpartum and breastfeeding
women, as well as children up to age of 5.'° Studies
find that oral health literacy levels in WIC mothers
are a significant factor in the oral health of their
children.:t:2 Investigators report that children who
seek preventive dental care at an early age have
fewer dental problems as children and are more
likely to continue the utilization of preventive care
in the future.:>* New mothers who lack knowledge
about oral health and proper oral hygiene are more

@ The Journal of Dental Hygiene Vol. B9 « Mo. 2 « April 2015
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