
Family Medicine and Community Health

Oral Health in Primary Care: 

Why We Can’t Ignore It Any Longer

Hugh Silk, MD, MPH

Associate Clinical Professor

October 17, 2014



Family Medicine and Community Health

2

• 4 million ED visits 2008-10

• ~1 percent of all ED visits 

• Uninsured patients = 40.5 % 

• 101 patients died in EDs!!!

• charges were $2.7 billion 

(2008-10)
JADA April 2014

Our Emergency Departments…
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How else can we do 

to 

break the cycle of 

poor oral health?

Heckman Equation: 

Return to a Unit Dollar Invested

http://heckmanequation.org/content/resource/presenting-

heckman-equation

• What are the gains to 

be had by investing 

early in “human 

potential” ?

• It will take teams –

interprofessional 

teams
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We Need to Change How We Work

Currently….

Collaboration

Integration

http://www.missionmindedmanagement.com/integrating-the-work-of-the-team-when-the-left-hand-disagrees-with-the-right
http://www.missionmindedmanagement.com/integrating-the-work-of-the-team-when-the-left-hand-disagrees-with-the-right
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“Health Homes”

Move beyond dental and medical homes:

Level 1: Create lists for proper referrals –
know who does what, what insurance they 
take, what patient sets they see, etc

Level 2: Perform “visiting” consults (e.g. 
hygienist in MD office weekly)

Level 3: Set up in same building; conduct 
meetings together; use the same EHR, etc

Level 4: “Warm handoffs”
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“As part of your overall health care, I’m concerned about 

(health concern). I have a member of our team who helps 

me assess these types of problems so that I can provide 

you with the best care. Together we can develop a plan to 

deal with this. May I introduce you?”
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United Concordia Wellness Study
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Oral Health is a Fit for PCMH

• Patient-centered - puts mouth back in the body

• Comprehensive care – “health home”

• Coordinated care – add another specialty

• Accessibility – education, screen, fluoride

• Systems-based approach to quality and safety
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Oral health prevention 

opportunities
• Prenatal visits - ~13 visits ~4 hours

• Infants (WCC) – 11 visits before age two

• Children & Teens – 18 visits, plus sick visits

• Adults – annually

• Geriatrics – admission to NH, every 30 

days

• Chronic care visits, Group visits
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Case #1: An Important Referral
52 year old woman with previously well-
controlled type 2 diabetes has HBA1C of 
9.5; on max oral agents
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Controlling 
periodontitis 

improves 
glycemic 

control 10-
20%

Periodontitis
worsens 
glycemic 
control

Obesity 
leads to 

periodontitis 
and DM

Poorly 
controlled 

DM 
worsens 

periodontitis
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Standardize Oral Health Importance

• To be a *______ patient here, 

you have to see the dentist

*Diabetic

*Rheumatoid Arthritic

*Cardiac

*Prenatal

*An infant or child
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Case 2: BP checks in dental office

Your practice checks BP of all patients 

especially those with a history of HTN

• 64 year old male

• Reading 180/110

• No CP, SOB – “feels fine”

• New to area; no PCP yet
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Hypertension

• 32.5% of adults in US with HTN

• some adults visit dentist routinely and not 

the doctor

• Getting the person into care saves a life!

• The referral creates a 2-way street of 

referrals
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Dental & Medical Screens

• Willing to screen for:

– Hypertension (85.8%) 

– CVD (76.8%)

– DM (76.6%)

– hepatitis (71.5%) 

– HIV (68.8%) 

• Respondents willing to refer for 

consultation with physicians (96.4%)

J Am Dent Assoc 2010:141(1):52-62

http://www.freeimages.com/browse.phtml?f=download&id=393276&redirect=photo
http://www.freeimages.com/browse.phtml?f=download&id=393276&redirect=photo
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Patients Acceptance

• 55-90% approve screening by dentist for:

– heart disease  HTN

– HTN  DM

– HIV  hepatitis 

• 48-77% of respondents opinion of the 

dentist would improve regarding:

– professionalism  knowledge

– competence  compassion 

J Public Health Dent 2012;72(1):28-35
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Medical Acceptance

• Dentists should screen:

– CAD, HTN DM, HIV (61-77%)

• Willing to discuss results 

with dentist (76%)

• Accept patient referrals 

(89%)
unpublished

http://www.freeimages.com/browse.phtml?f=download&id=1314903&redirect=photo
http://www.freeimages.com/browse.phtml?f=download&id=1314903&redirect=photo
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What will it take?

• Baby steps and low hanging fruit

– Fluoride varnish

– diabetes

• Coalitions

• State medical and dental societies working 

together

• Legislative change

• Champions – be the change you want to see
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Third Edition
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SFL utilization rates
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Questions

www.smilesforlifeoralhealth.org

hugh.silk@umassmed.edu


