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Question of the DayQuestion of the Day
Posed by State Health DirectorPosed by State Health Director

Everything I read says that decay 
rates are declining; so why is the 
prevalence of tooth decay so high in 
my state?



National Compared to State DataNational Compared to State Data



National & State Oral Health DataNational & State Oral Health Data

National data
NHANES
Selection of 
individuals
Voluntary 
participation

8-9 year olds
741 children

State data
BSS
Selection of schools
Combination of 
positive and passive 
consent

3rd Grade
31 states
93,471 children



Percent of 3Percent of 3rdrd GradersGraders
with Caries Experiencewith Caries Experience

Source: NHANES IV, National Oral Health Surveillance System
Caries experience in primary & permanent teeth
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Large variation in 
decay experience 
from state to state
Why does this 
variation exist?



FRL & Untreated DecayFRL & Untreated Decay

R2 = 0.4458
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Source: USDA, National Oral Health Surveillance System



FRL & Caries ExperienceFRL & Caries Experience

R2 = 0.3326
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FRL & Dental SealantsFRL & Dental Sealants

R2 = 0.233
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Look Ma, ILook Ma, I’’ve Got Cavities!ve Got Cavities!
Is the decline in caries 
prevalence noted in 
national data 
occurring nationwide?
Is it possible that caries 
prevalence is on the 
rise in some states?



One StateOne State’’s Experiences Experience
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Permanent Dentition OnlyPermanent Dentition Only
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Why is Prevalence Increasing?Why is Prevalence Increasing?

Differences is sampling/survey design
Actual increase in caries …

Changing dietary patterns
• Increasing sugar consumption
• Decreasing water (fluoride) consumption

Treatment effect …
Dentists may be treating small lesions not  
previously treated



Treatment EffectTreatment Effect

Fissurotomy
Bur



Quote from Dental EconomicsQuote from Dental Economics

… documented that well over 94% of the 
stains in pits and grooves of nonsmokers 
have undetected carious lesions.
As dentists working in 2001, we need to use 
the science at our disposal. The amount of 
routine, "run-of-the-mill" dentistry that goes 
undiagnosed is probably enough to keep 
dentists as busy as they want to be.

Hoos JC. How to profit from clinical and management methods for your practice. Dental 
Economics, October 2001.
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