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ORAL HEALTH 

Dental disease is one of the most common and preventable ailments in the United States.  According to an 

analysis of migrant health center encounter data in 2007, dental care ranked as one of the top 3 health 

problems migrant farmworkers were treated for.
1
  However, statistics show that a large percentage of 

migrant farmworkers and their children do not seek regular dental care and suffer from complications 

linked to dental carries or gum disease.  In addition, research has consistently shown that farmworkers of 

all ages have a level of oral health far worse than what is found in the general population.  

General Information 

 

 Lack of regular dental care can result in pain, infection, and delayed diagnosis of oral diseases 

including periodontal or gingival diseases and oral cancers.
1a

 

 Tooth decay is the most common oral health problems in the United States.  More than 40 percent of 

poor adults 20 years and older have at least one untreated decayed tooth. This is four percent more than 

financially stable adults.
1
  Tooth decay affects more than 90 percent of adults over age 40.

2
   One out 

of 20 middle-aged adults is missing all of their teeth.
3
  

 As of 2006, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) statistics show that only 66% of the 

U.S. population receives fluoridated water through the taps in their homes.  This means that over 115 

million people do not receive the benefits of fluoridated water.
4
 

 One in four adults has experienced facial pain in the past six months, which interferes with eating, 

talking and swallowing.
5
  In addition, oral health problems cause adults to lose more than 164 million 

hours of work each year.
6
  

 In the United States, 30 percent of all children’s health expenditures are devoted to dental care.
7
  

Among children, tooth decay is five times more common than asthma and seven times more common 

than hay fever. 78 percent of 17-year-olds and 50 percent of 12-to-15-year-olds have experienced tooth 

decay.
8
  More than 50 percent of five-to-nine-year-olds have had at least one cavity or filling. 23 

percent of children ages 2 to 11 have never been to a dentist.
9
  

 Not having dental insurance is more common than a lack of medical insurance. For every adult age 19 

and older without medical insurance, three adults lack dental insurance.  There are over 108 million 

Americans without dental coverage compared to an estimated 46 million without medical coverage.
9a 

  

 Destructive periodontal disease occurs in 25% of Mexican American adults as opposed to 20% of 

Whites.
9b

 

 In the United States, 31% of all adults 18 years and older reported that they had not seen a dentist in 

the last year.  This rate is higher among Hispanics, 40% of Hispanic adults reported not seeing a dentist 

within the last year.
9c

 Hispanic adults are less likely to have visited a dentist within the past five years 

than White and African American adults.
10

 

 According to the Center for Disease Control National Oral Health Surveillance System 22% of 

Hispanics 65 years or older have lost  all of their teeth.
 10a 

 While 47% of Hispanics 65 years or older 

have lost 6 or more teeth.
10b
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 A national survey found that employed Hispanic adults were twice as likely to have untreated dental 

caries as Whites.
10c 

 

 More Hispanic children have never been to a dentist when compared with White and African 

American children.
11

 

 Health centers’ capacity to provide dental care is limited by costs of dental equipment, inability to 

recruit and retain dental care providers, and insufficient revenues to support dental care.
12

  Only 12.5% 

of the over 16 million people who used health centers received center-based dental care in 2007.
12a

 

 

Farmworker Data 

                

 Migrant and seasonal farmworkers, a medically underserved population that have little access to dental 

care are likely part of the “silent epidemic” of oral health problems affecting vulnerable populations.
13

  

A 2007 study found that 80 percent of farmworkers had not received dental services within the past 

year. Of those who did, almost all were serviced in Mexico.
14

  

 

 The most common barriers to receiving proper oral health care are cost and time.
15

  57% of the migrant 

farmworkers in one study cited limited clinic hours as a barrier to care, while 33% reported high fees 

as a deterrent.
16

 Language and cultural differences are also significant barriers. One study examining 

utilization rates found that 57% of those that spoke English had visited the dentist while only 34% of 

Spanish speakers had done so.
17

  Another reason for the broad disparity between the oral health of 

farmworkers and the rest of the population is that farmworkers typically do not seek care unless they 

have an oral health emergency.
18

 Preventive applications and health education to promote prevention 

are not part of emergency care. Most oral health prevention education is conducted during the course 

of visits to the dentist for check-ups and cleanings. In other words, prevention is put into practice with 

the delivery of care that farmworkers usually do not receive.
19

 

 

 One study of dental services for migrant and seasonal farmworkers found that farmworkers sought care 

more for acute problems (44%), followed by restoration services (32%), and preventive services 

(26%).  This is the inverse of what one would hope would be occurring.
18a

 

 

 One study found that oral health was one of the major health problems facing the migrant and seasonal 

farmworker population, as well as one of the most unmet needs in farmworker health services.
20

  The 

same study found that 52 percent of farmworkers reported dental caries and 33 percent reported 

missing teeth. Oral sensitivity and gum problems were other common problems reported by 40 percent 

of those interviewed and 30 percent reported fractured or broken teeth. 

 

 Research done in 2005 revealed that 69 percent of migrant farmworkers had at least one decayed tooth 

and more than 50 percent had three or more decayed teeth.
21

  

 

 Though farmworker children have better oral health than their parents, they still experience more oral 

health problems than the general U.S. children population.
22

 Migrant farmworker children are 48 

percent more likely to have decayed teeth surfaces and 47 percent less likely to have filled surfaces 

than U.S. school children.
23

  

 

 Studies focusing on Baby Bottle Tooth Decay (BBTD), a particular type of early childhood caries, 

found high rates of decay among farmworker children. BBTD is a disease of young children, 

characterized by a distinctive pattern of severe tooth decay in the primary dentition. BBTD has been 

associated with the practice of lulling babies to sleep with a bottle of milk or sweet liquid. The practice 

allows liquid to pool in the mouth, which can promote decay. Treatment of severe BBTD, especially 

for children less than 2 ½ years of age requires physical restraint, sedation or general anesthesia, and 

sometimes hospitalization and can be very expensive. The prevalence of BBTD in the general 

population is 5% or less, while among disadvantaged urban children it was found to be 20%. In a study 

of 125 farmworker children under the age of 4 in Yakima, Washington, published in 1992, 29.6 % of 

the children had BBTD. 
24

 



1770 FM 967   *   Buda, Texas 78610   *   Telephone  512-312-2700   *   Fax  512-312-2600 800-531-5120                 

                                                                Web  www.ncfh.org 

                                                                  © NCFH 2009 

 

 

  

                                                 
1
 Centers for Disease Control. “Oral Health for Adults.” Available at: www.cdc.gov/Oral Health/publications/factsheets/adult.htm.” 

Accessed Aug 8, 2008. 
1a Oral Health in America: A Report of the Surgeon General. May 2000. Available from: www.surgeongeneral.gov/library/oralhealth. 
2
 Centers for Disease Control. (2008). Oral Health: Preventing Cavities, Gum Disease and Tooth Loss, At A Glance 2008. Available 

online: http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/publications/aag/doh.htm [Accessed Aug 8, 2008]. 
3
 Centers for Disease Control. “Oral Health for Adults.” Available at: www.cdc.gov/Oral Health/publications/factsheets/adult.htm.” 

Accessed Aug 8, 2008. 
4 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Fluoridation Statistics 2006: Status of Water Fluoridation in the United States [Online]. 
Available: http://www.cdc.gov/nohss/FSSupplyStats.htm. (2008, November 12).  
5
 Centers for Disease Control. “Oral Health for Adults.” Available at : 

http://www.cdc.gov/Oralhealth/publications/factsheets/adult.htm.” [Accessed August 8, 2008]. 
6
 Ibid.  

7
 Schulyer Center. “Children’s Oral Health.” Available at: www.scaany.org. Accessed on June 10, 2008. 

8
 Centers for Disease Control. (2004). Children’s Oral Health. Available online: 

http://www.cdc.gov/OralHealth/publications/factsheets/sgr2000_fs3.htm [Accessed Aug 8, 2008]. 
9
 National Institute of Dental and Craniofacial Research. (2008). Treatment Needs in Children (2 to 11). Available online: 

http://www.nidcr.nih.gov/DataStatistics/FindDataByTopic/TreatmentNeeds/Children.htm [Accessed Aug 8, 2008]. 
9a Children’s Dental Health Project Racial and Ethnic Disparities in Oral Health Fact.  Available at: 

http://www.cdhp.org/downloads/Disparityfactsheet.pdf [Accessed November 12, 2008] 
9b

 Ibid. 
9c

 Centers for Disease Control. (2006). National Oral Health Surveillance System. Available online: 

http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/nohss/DisplayV.asp?DataSet=2&nkey=8081 [Accessed November 12, 2008]. 
10

National Institute of Dental and Craniofacial Research. (2008). Treatment Needs in Adults (20 to 64). Available online: 

http://www.nidcr.nih.gov/DataStatistics/FindDataByTopic/TreatmentNeeds/Adults.htm [Accessed Aug 8, 2008]. 
10a

 Centers for Disease Control. (2006). National Oral Health Surveillance System. Available online: 

http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/nohss/DisplayV.asp?DataSet=2&nkey=7931 [Accessed November 12, 2008]. 
10b

 Centers for Disease Control. (2006). National Oral Health Surveillance System. Available online: 

http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/nohss/DisplayV.asp?DataSet=2&nkey=7989 [Accessed November 12, 2008]. 

 
10c

 The Office of Minorith Health.  Racial and Ethnic Specific Oral Health Data.  Available at: 

http://www.omhrc.gov/templates/browse.aspx?lvl=3&lvlid=209 [Accessed November 12, 2008] 
11

 National Institute of Dental and Craniofacial Research. (2008). Treatment Needs in Adults (20 to 64). Available online: 

http://www.nidcr.nih.gov/DataStatistics/FindDataByTopic/TreatmentNeeds/Adults.htm [Accessed Aug 8, 2008]. 
12 Allen, Kathryn G. (2000). Oral Health: Factors Contributing to Low Use of Dental Services by Low-Income Populations. 

Washington, D.C.: United States General Accounting Office. 

12a Health and Human Services. Uniform Data System Home.  Avaibale at:  
http://bphc.hrsa.gov/uds/2007data/national/nationaltable2.htm [Accessed November 12, 2008]. 
13

 Quandt, S.A., Hiott, A.E., et. al. (2007) “Oral Health and Quality of Life of Migrant and Seasonal 

Farmworkers in North Carolina.” Journal of Agricultural Safety and Health.  (13)1:45-55. 
14

 Ibid.  
15 Lombardi, G.R. (2002) Dental/Oral Health Services. Migrant Health Issues, Monograph Series, 1, 1-8 
16 Lukes, S.M., Miller, F.Y. (2002) Oral Health Issues Among Migrant Farmworkers The Journal of Dental Hygiene, 76, 134-140. 
17 Nurko, C., Aponte-Merced, L., Bradley, E.L., Fox, L. (1998) Dental Caries Prevalence and Dental Health Care of Mexican-
American Workers' Children, 65, 65-72. 
18 Entwistle, B.A., Swanson, T.M. 1989. Dental Needs and Perceptions of Adult Hispanic Migrant Farmworkers in Colorado. Journal 

of Dental Hygiene, 63, 286-292. 
19 Lombardi, G.R. (2002) Dental/Oral Health Services. Migrant Health Issues, Monograph Series, 1, 1-8. 

18a Lukes, Sherri M., Simon, Bret. (2006) “Dental Services for Migrant and Seasonal Farmworkers in the US Community/Migrant 

Health Centers” The Journal of Rural Health. Vol.22, num 3,  269-272 
20

 Quandt, S.A., Hiott, A.E., et. al. (2007) “Oral Health and Quality of Life of Migrant and Seasonal Farmworkers in North Carolina.” 

Journal of Agricultural Safety and Health.  (13)1:45-55. 
21

 Lukes, Sherry, Simon, Bret. (2005). Dental Decay in Southern Illinois Migrant and Seasonal Farmworkers: An Analysis of Clinical 

Data. Journal of Rural Health. 21-3: 254-258.  
22

 Quandt, S.A., Clark, Heather, et. al. (2007). Oral Health of Children and Adults in Latino Migrant and Seasonal Farmworker 

Families. Journal of Immigrant and Minority Health. 
23

 Ibid.  
24 Weinstein, P., Domoto, P., Wohlers, K., Koday, M. (1992). Mexican-American Parents with Children at Risk for Baby Bottle Tooth 
Decay:  Pilot Study at a Migrant Farmworkers Clinic, 59, 376-383. 

http://www.cdc.gov/Oral%20Health/publications/factsheets/adult.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/publications/aag/doh.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/Oral%20Health/publications/factsheets/adult.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/Oralhealth/publications/factsheets/adult.htm
http://www.scaany.org/
http://www.cdc.gov/OralHealth/publications/factsheets/sgr2000_fs3.htm
http://www.cdhp.org/downloads/Disparityfactsheet.pdf
http://www.nidcr.nih.gov/DataStatistics/FindDataByTopic/TreatmentNeeds/Adults.htm
http://www.omhrc.gov/templates/browse.aspx?lvl=3&lvlid=209
http://www.nidcr.nih.gov/DataStatistics/FindDataByTopic/TreatmentNeeds/Adults.htm
http://bphc.hrsa.gov/uds/default.htm
http://bphc.hrsa.gov/uds/2007data/national/nationaltable2.htm

