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Oral health 
considerations 
for older adults

Why include in healthcare 

reform discussion? 



We are                                     

growing        

old!!!



TSUNAMI



65+ Age Bracket - Growth Surge 
Started in 2010

Baby Boomers: 1946-1964;  28% of population



ñMore patients with more 

teeth will descend upon the 

dental profession.  They bring 

with them a daunting 

challenge as well as a shining 

opportunity, for their presence 

will require a  commensurate 

response from practitioners, 

educators, industry, and 

legislators.

... Having shaped the face of 

America for a half-century and 

more, it is clear the Baby 

Boomers have no intention of 

going gentle - or toothless -

into the night.ó



We are growing OLDERé



Projected Elderly Population

by Age: 1990-2050
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85+  Fastest growing age group in the U.S.







Seniors Oral Health Care: 

Nothing to Smile About!

ñElderly suffer a 

disproportionate 

and debilitating 

amount of oral 

diseaseò

Alliance for Aging Research



Problems are complex

Resources are constrained

Crisis

http://antennagroup.com/transmissions/wp-content/uploads/2009/03/chinese-crisis-2.jpg


Solutions are multifaceted and  

involve many stakeholders

Moving forward:  IOH, IOM, ADA, CDC, ASTDD, OHA, 

Delta Dental and other 3rd party carriers, SCD, ADEA, 

NDA, HDA, etc é and many non-dental partners





Can we be travel companions? 



Enhancing Oral Health for Vulnerable 

Elderly  through Innovative Models of Care

ÅOral health needs unmet (high impact)

ÅWorkforce training challenges

ÅPolicy perspectives

ÅPACE program as viable care delivery 

and educational model



Vulnerable elderly oral health needs unmet 

ÅHigh prevalence for various problems

ÅPoor access for most vulnerable

ÅSystemic health consequences 



Vulnerable elderly oral health needs unmet 

ÅHigh prevalence for various problems



Domains of Dental Need

ÅFunction

ÅPathology

ÅSymptomatology

ÅEsthetics



Across the age groups

ÇKeeping teeth longer

< 30% edentulism

1983
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65-74

75-84

85+
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Mean Tooth Loss by Age Groups

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-90

m
e

a
n
 n

u
m

b
e

r 
o

f 
te

e
th

 l
o

s
t

NHANES III 1988-1994



Chewing Dysfunction 



ñ20 Teeth ïCutoff for poor nutritionò

UK National Diet and Nutrition Survey ï> 65 yo

Poor dental status     vitamins A & C, carotene, folate, fiber

Sahyoun, et al:  2003; NHANES III Data  



C. Vargas, et al



Malnutrition considerations

In the older adult population:

- 50% eat less than the RDA for protein

- 90% are Vitamin D deficient

- 30% are Vitamin B12 deficient

- 30% have inadequate Zinc and 

Selenium intake

http://www.nestle.com/Resource.axd?Id=3AA999C4-91D0-4202-A199-338EB714F82E



‖ 2 fold increased risk of long-term mortality

‖ 3 times longer length of hospitalization

‖ 3 times higher risk of infection

‖ Higher costs of hospital care

‖ Greater risk of hospital readmission after discharge

‖ More dependence in activities of daily living (ADLs)

Low levels of vitamin E, B12 and D have been associated with a  

decline in functional mobility

Malnourished patients 



Domains of Dental Need

ÅFunction

ÅPathology

ÅSymptomatology

ÅEsthetics





Percent with untreated dental caries* 

among dentate persons 65 and older

by age and sex: US 1988 -94
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30Untreated decay in older adults 

attending meal sites; MA,  2010



31Untreated decay in older adults 

living in nursing homes; MA  2010



Periodontitis Extent and Severity
NHANES III 1988-1994
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Advanced Moderate

Advanced: > 2 teeth having > 5 mm probing depth; or > 4 teeth > 4 mm probing depth; or > 1 posterior teeth with grade 2 furcation

Albandar, et al; J Periodontol, Jan 1999



Partial-mouth study protocol may have 

underestimated prevalence by up to 50%

J Dent Res 89(11):1208-1213, 2010



Oral Cancer ïThe Sobering Facts

1. Kills an American every hour

2. 3x more victims than cervical cancer and as 

common as leukemia

3. Claims more lives than cervical cancer, 

leukemia, Hodgkinôs lymphoma, laryngeal 

cancer, testicular cancer, and endocrine 

cancers (thyroid) or skin cancer (melanoma)

4. Detected late ï22% survival;  early - 80% or 

better



Putting a face 

on oral cancer

http://www.divasthesite.com/Acting_Divas/Lana_Turner.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Eddie_Van_Halen_(1993).jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/05/George_Harrison_1974_edited.jpg
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://trendliest.files.wordpress.com/2008/08/aaron_spelling.jpg&imgrefurl=http://trendliest.wordpress.com/2008/08/&usg=__tnax7PzfKSSyREOS1QQZj7YwEC0=&h=361&w=252&sz=20&hl=en&start=3&um=1&itbs=1&tbnid=UxIdTTp2hQrwIM:&tbnh=121&tbnw=84&prev=/images?q=aaron+spelling&um=1&hl=en&safe=off&sa=N&rls=com.microsoft:en-us:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7SKPB_en&tbs=isch:1


Domains of Dental Need

ÅFunction

ÅPathology

ÅSymptomatology

ÅEsthetics



Dental Symptom Reporting

ÁDental pain within last 6 months

All adults 21%

65 yo + 7%

www.nih.gov/ninr/research/vol6/elderly.pdf



Mouth Dryness

~ 30% of elderly have xerostomia



Pain from 

dental abscess



Burning mouth 

syndrome



Domains of Dental Need

ÅFunction

ÅPathology

ÅSymptomatology

ÅEsthetics









Older adults 
have less 
visits to the 
dental office



Yearly Dental Utilization (%)

Medical  Expenditure Panel Survey, 2004 



M. Helgeson 



Yearly Dental Utilization (%)

Medical  Expenditure Panel Survey, 2004 



Dental coverage by age groups

Medical  Expenditure Panel Survey, 2004 





Oral health problems 

represent the ñsilent X-

factor promoting the 

onset of life-threatening 

diseases which are 

responsible for the 

deaths of millions of 

Americans each year.ò

U.S. Surgeon Generalôs Report, 2000



Oral-Systemic Connection ñCaveatsò 



Oral-Systemic Connection ñCaveatsò 

ñThe burden of proof of a causal 

relationship is not yet met, but research is 

ongoing and it looks promising.ò

ñAs far oral-systemic relationships ïweôre dealing 

with new discoveries and new scientific information.ò

ñInflammatory processes in the oral cavity could play a 

role in causing problems in other parts of the body.ò

Daniel Meyer, ADA Division of Science 





Inflammation

Inflammation plays an increasingly recognized 

role in oral-systemic interaction.

55

Toxins

Neutrophils

Macrophages

Anaerobic 

bacteria in 

plaque

Circulating 

inflammatory 

mediators

Alan B. Douglass



56Poor oral health linkages

Myocardial infarction

Stroke

Valvular heart disease

Peripheral vascular disease

Carotid vascular disease

Pneumonia

Lung abscess

COPD

Brain abscess

Gastroesophageal reflux 

Systemic septicemia

Diabetes type 2

Cognitive impairments

Prostate disease

Cancer

Cardiovascular, 

respiratory, and 

diabetes most 

compelling
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A sampler é



Maintaining 

teeth can 

add years to 

your life



More teeth = Increased survival



Dentate older adults live longer



Importance of teeth for survival

1. Osterberg, et al - higher survival rate 

during 9 yr period in 70 yr old Swedish 

men with well preserved dental status

2. Multicenter Scandanavian study ïhigher 

number of teeth was a significant 

predictor of low 7 yr mortality in women

3. Cabrera et al - # of teeth associated with 

increased all cause mortality during 24 yr 

study of Swedish women   



Importance of teeth for survival

4. Morita, et al ïhigher survival rates 

among Japanese men aged 80 yrs with 

20+ teeth

5. Shimazaki, et al ïhigher mortality rates 

in edentulous institutionalized elderly vs

those with 20+ teeth

6.  Semba, et al ïcommunity residing older 

women in Maryland who used dentures 

and had difficulty chewing or swallowing 

had higher risk of frailty and mortality



J Periodontol Å June 2010





Results: 

Survival of men with severe 

periodontal disease experience was 

shorter than expected.  

Dental cavities (DFS%) were significantly 

associated with shorter survival. 



Good oral 

health can 

help reduce 

respiratory 

problems



EBD 2009:10.2


