
Oral Health & COVID-19: The Inextricable Link
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Oral Health Delivery Framework (2015)

Available at: www.QualisHealth.org/white-paper

(Hummel, Phillips, & Holt, 2015)



The Interprofessional Team

• 84% of adults have an annual medical visit

• 64% of adults have an annual dental checkup

• 89 million patients seek urgent care per year

• PCP visits highest among people ≥ 65 years 

• Children have ≅ 12 pediatric well-child visits to their PCP 

by age 3

• Nursing is the largest health profession with…

• 4.2 million RNs

• 290,000 NPs

• 11,800 MWs 

• 1 million MDs and DOs and 115,000 PAs
• 200,000 DDS/DMD

• 150,000 dental hygienists

• 150 dental therapists
(American Association of Nurse Practitioners, 2019; American College of Nurse-Midwives, 2017; 
Medical Economics, 2018; American Dental Association, 2020; American Dental Hygienists Association)



Oral Health & Overall Health:
The Oral-Systemic Connection



Impact of COVID-19 on Oral Health

• Impact of SDOH on risk for COVID-19
• Dental offices shuttered for 4 months in 2020
• Oral hygiene became more important than ever 

to protect overall health!
• Impact of loss of dental insurance
• Reopening of dental offices à backlog of access
• Emergence of teledentistry
• Dental care is low-risk, with new COVID-19 

preventive protocols



COVID-19 Oral Microbiome

Mechanisms of oral bacteria introduction 
• Aspiration of oral pathogens into lungs
• Periodontal disease-associated enzymes modify 

oral mucosal surfaces to allow for adhesion and 
colonization of respiratory pathogens

• Respiratory epithelium altered by periodontal 
associated cytokines to promote infection by 
respiratory pathogens 

(Fig. 1, Bao et al., 2020)

Change of cytokines
T-cell responses to infections

The host factors: Aging, Systemic Diseases



COVID-19 Oral Microbiome

Bacterial Superinfections: > 50% COVID-19 
patients who die
• Most fatalities in 1918 influenza outbreak 

due to subsequent bacterial infection
• > 50% of severe COVID-19 patients had 

secondary bacterial infections when they 
died

• > 71% admitted into hospital required 
antibiotics

• 74.5% of patients admitted to ICU required 
antibiotics

(Cox et al, 2020; Image: Quanterix, 2020)



COVID-19 Symptoms

ü Fever or chills

ü Cough

ü Shortness of breath

ü Fatigue

ü Muscle or body aches

ü Headache

ü New loss of taste or smell

ü Sore throat

ü Congestion or runny nose

ü Nausea or vomiting

ü Diarrhea

ü Skin rashes – patchy, itchy bumps, or 

blisters

ü “COVID toes” – discolored or swollen 

toes, blisters, itching

ü “COVID tongue” – inflammation of the 

small bumps on the tongue's surface, 

swollen and inflamed tongue, or 

indentations on the side

(CDC, 2020; Miller, 2021)



How is inflammation a risk factor for 
complications of COVID-19?

Periodontal disease causes systemic inflammation, producing high levels of 
interleukin 2,6,10 .

The same inflammatory markers are heightened in COVID-19.

Patients with chronic conditions associated with inflammation, often with periodontal 
disease, are at risk for severe COVID-19. 
Ø Cardiovascular disease 
Ø Autoimmune diseases
Ø Diabetes mellitus 
Ø Hypertension
Ø Obesity

(Ramadan et al., 2020)



COVID-19 and Oral Health of Patients

ü Change toothbrush head every 3-4 months 
ü If patient has had COVID-19, change toothbrush 

immediately afterwards.
ü Prescription of high fluoride toothpaste for high risk patients. 

If patient is shielded or vulnerable, deliver toothpaste.
ü Interdental cleaning 
ü Brush twice a day minimum 
ü Denture hygiene: chemical and mechanical cleaning nightly



Prevent Mask Mouth!

Mask Mouth refers to the many oral health problems that occur from wearing a mask for extended 
periods of time. Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, dental professionals have noticed 
increased incidence of these problems in their patients:

Ø Dry mouth (Xerostomia)
Ø Bad breath (Halitosis)
Ø Tooth decay (Dental caries)
Ø Gum disease (Periodontitis)
Ø Mouth sores/ulcers

Prevention of mask mouth is imperative to preventing serious 
oral health problems. 

ü Wear a clean face mask – wash cloth masks every day, do not reuse disposable masks 
ü Take regular breaks from mask-wearing throughout the day
ü Stay hydrated – do not forget to drink water throughout the day, and avoid dehydrating 

beverages like coffee and alcohol
ü Focus on oral health – maintain a daily oral care regimen

(Express Dentist, 2021)



Available under Oral Health Literacy at: http://ohnep.org/interprofessional-resources
(OHNEP, 2021)



Available under Oral Health Literacy at: http://ohnep.org/interprofessional-resources
(OHNEP, 2021)



“COVID-19: OrALL in the Family”
Oral Health Case Study

Available under Case Studies at: http://ohnep.org/interprofessional-resources



HEENT to HEENOT –
Putting the Mouth Back in the Head 

(Haber et al., 2015)



Oral Health Nursing Education and Practice (OHNEP)

www.ohnep.org



Smiles for Life: A National Oral Health Curriculum

www.smilesforlifeoralhealth.org
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