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What to Expect When You are Expecting: Oral Health Edition

SEATTLE — May 28, 2024 — Having a baby is an exciting time which involves lots of planning.

Parents pick out a name, read books about what to expect, participate in birth classes, decorate
the baby’s room and so much more.

With all this preparation focused on the new arrival, many expectant moms ignore their own
basic health needs which can lead to unintended consequences for both themselves, and for
their babies — because a child’s dental health begins before they’re even born.

During pregnancy, hormonal changes can make expectant mothers more susceptible to a
variety of health issues, including preventable dental problems, such as gingivitis and tooth
decay.

“Poor maternal oral health is also a risk for babies after they are born,” said Tofunmi Osundeko,
DMD of White Center Smiles and a Delta Dental of Washington network dentist. “Children of
mothers with poor oral health are more than three times as likely to have cavities as a child. You
can actually reduce the chance of your child ever getting a cavity before they are even born by
getting regular care.”

In Washington state, it is a topic that is even more pertinent, as more than half of the state’s
second graders have experienced dental decay according to Seattle Children’s Hospital.

Tooth decay — or cavities — can lead to problems with eating, speaking, playing and learning.
Children with poor oral health often miss more school and receive lower grades than children
who don’t, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

These issues can be lessened with strong oral health care by mothers-to-be, so they don’t pass
on unwanted bacteria to their child.

According to the National Institute of Health, pregnant women with untreated oral health
problems may be at increased risk for preterm labor, low birth weight babies, preeclampsia — a
condition that can lead to serious, even fatal complications for a mother and baby -- and other
adverse health outcomes.

In addition to hormones, other changes can cause women’s dental health to suffer during
pregnancy, including:

¢ Morning sickness-induced vomiting, which can damage teeth.
¢ Nausea which makes brushing or using toothpaste unappealing.
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e Stress and extra responsibilities in preparing for a child or attending prenatal
appointments, which can lead people to skip dental appointments or neglect their
personal oral health.

o Changes to eating habits, such as more frequent snacking.

Infants can pick up bacteria from their mother’s oral cavity, which can lead to early childhood
caries, which is one of the most prevalent diseases in childhood and can affect your child’s
physical, emotional and social well-being. According to the NIH, poor maternal oral health,
malnutrition and environmental factors can also lead to development delays and disruptions in
enamel formation.

The easiest way for mothers to combat these potential pitfalls in their child’s health is to visit
their dentist when they find out they are pregnant to make sure their mouth is in good working
order. Proactive dental care is often much cheaper than reactive dental care and helps mothers
and babies alike avoid costly trips to urgent dental care.

If cost is an issue for the mother, there are statewide assistance programs supported by Arcora
Foundation, including:

o Access to Baby and Child Dentistry (ABCD) program connects Apple Health
(Medicaid) insured children from birth up to age six (and children with special health care
needs up through age 12) with specially trained dentists in their communities.

o DentistLink.orq (1-844-888-5465) is a no-cost referral service which connects people to
care whether they have insurance, including Apple Health (Medicaid) or not. DentistLink
helps people find dental care near them and provides resources to other services—like
interpretation and transportation—to support their good oral health.

¢ SmileMobile is a three-chair modern dental office — in partnership with Seattle
Children’s — on wheels which provides oral health services to children and their families
who have limited options for dental care, including dental exams for people insured by
Apple Health (Medicaid) or who don’t have dental insurance.

e Preventative oral health education in early learning programs, such as The Tooth Fairy
Experience presented by Delta Dental of Washington in partnership with Arcora
Foundation, School Nurse Organization of Washington and Washington State Dental
Association.

These programs, combined with proper oral health care routines by mothers-to-be are an
important way to try and combat the instances of oral health problems in our youth going
forward.

For more information about perinatal oral health, visit Delta Dental of Washington’s blog.

About Delta Dental of Washington

Founded 70 years ago by Seattle area dentists who set out to revolutionize oral health care, an
innovative program was developed to provide longshoremen’s children access to dental care —
and the concept of dental benefits was born. Today Delta Dental of Washington, a not-for-profit,
is the state’s leading dental benefits provider covering nearly 4 million people statewide and
beyond.
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Through corporate philanthropy, oral health advocacy, and funding the Arcora Foundation, Delta
Dental of Washington plays a vital role in making dental care more equitable and accessible,
increasing dental health education with an emphasis on youth, and expanding diversity at all
levels within the dental profession. These collective efforts aim to improve oral health care in
Washington so all people can enjoy good oral and overall health with no one left behind. Delta
Dental of Washington is part of the Delta Dental Plans Association, consisting of 39
independent, affiliated member companies. For more information, visit:

www.deltadentalwa.com.
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