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Description 

Despite dramatic gains in oral health and dental care in the United 
States in the past 50 years, dental decay remains a problem for the 
elderly, especially the oldest and most vulnerable. Significant gaps 
remain in knowledge about preventing caries in adults. This study 
examined the effects of fluoride treatments in preventing dental 
decay in medically compromised adults at high risk for caries. In 
addition, this study examined the effectiveness of a program at the 
Department of Veterans Affairs to monitor fluoride treatments to 
reduce the rate of restorations in Veterans at high risk for caries. The 
results of this study will potentially help shift the focus of dental care 
in older adults from restoration to prevention. 

Specific Aims 

1. Examine the effectiveness of prescription-strength, self-applied 
fluoride and professionally applied fluoride in medically 
compromised veterans who are at high risk for caries. (Veterans 
are defined as at risk if they have had two or more restorations in 
the previous year.) 

2. Examine whether multiple exposures to fluoride are more effective 
than a single exposure. 

3. Examine the effectiveness of the VA’s program to monitor fluoride 
treatments to reduce the rate of restorations in veterans at high 
risk for caries. 

Findings 

 The study sample included 140,114 high caries risk Veterans with a 
mean age of 60, a mean of 3.4 physical co-morbidities, 1.2 mental 
comorbidities, and 11 medication groups per patient. Patients that 
received clinical fluoride treatments had 17-20% decreased odds of 
requiring a restoration during the follow up period. 

Main Objective 

Examine the effects of fluoride 
treatments in preventing dental 
decay in medically compromised 
older adults at high risk for 
caries. 

Chronic Conditions 
Considered 

Dental Decay/Dental Caries 
Dementia 
Depression and Bipolar Disorder 
Diabetes 
HIV/AIDS 
Alcohol Dependence 

Study Design & Methods 

Analytic epidemiologic study 

Regression analyses 

Data Sources & Sample Size 

More than 146,000 veterans who 
received two or more restorations 
in one year between October 1, 
2004, and September 30, 2009. 
Data from four primary sources: 
VA Dental Encounter System, the 
VA Outpatient Files, the Patient 
Treatment File, and the Decision 
Support Services Pharmacy 
Database. 

Strategies Addressed from the 
HHS Strategic Framework on 
Multiple Chronic Conditions 

1.F.  Evaluation of health system 
intervention 

3.A.  Identify best practices and 
tools 

4.C.  Increase clinical research 
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 More modes (professional or prescription) and/or exposures of fluoride in the year before the index year 
decreased risk of a new restoration by 17 to 47%, whereas more modes/exposures of fluoride during and 
after the index year were associated with an increased risk of a new restoration by 44 to 292%. 

 Increased use of fluoride treatment after a dental restoration may indicate the dental caries risk level of 
patients rather than the effectiveness of fluoride treatment, whereas increased fluoride treatment provided 
before a restoration likely represents effective preventive care. 

Implications 

Use of a quality measure increased the provision of fluoride and resulted in reductions in the number of 
surfaces restored and in the percentage of high-risk patients who needed new restorations. 
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