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Abstract
The objective of this study was to perform an integrative literature review on whether there is scientific evidence linking 

children’s oral health conditions with caregiver neglect. An integrative literature review based on the PRISMA method was 
developed. It was based on a guiding question directly related to the proposed objective, adopting the descriptors in health or 
MesH terms or alternative terms: “oral health,” “child abuse”, and “children”. The virtual portals PubMed and VHL were considered. 
The Boolean operators “AND” and “OR” were used in the exploratory search, using the pre-defined inclusion and exclusion criteria. 
There was a time limit for records between January 2018 and December 2022. Two independent researchers participated directly 
in the collection, which took place between May and June 2023. From 138 records, six studies were included for qualitative analysis. 
These showed scientific evidence of worse oral health conditions for children who are victims of neglect, necessitating preventive 
and control approaches.
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Background
The physical, mental and social well-being of children 

and adolescents represents a major challenge to public health 
worldwide. This, because of the possible impacts on the growth 
and development of this target population and the condition of 
dependence on adult individuals for their assistance, their care. 
Oral health is considered an integral element of overall health and 
may impact the functional and psychosocial aspects of individuals 
[1-3]. When it comes to children, there is a greater dependence 
on such care, related to the development of cognitive and motor 
skills and related abilities. The World Health Organization (WHO) 
defines child maltreatment as “all forms of physical and emotional 
ill-treatment, sexual abuse, neglect, and exploitation that results 
in actual or potential harm to the child’s health, development or  

 
dignity.” There are four main types of abuse: neglect, physical abuse, 
psychological abuse, and sexual abuse. Abuse is defined as an act of 
commission and neglect is defined as an act of omission in the care 
leading to potential or actual harm. Neglect is the most common 
form of child abuse which includes, in particular, inadequate health 
care [4]. The aim of this study is to investigate whether there is 
scientific evidence linking oral health conditions to neglect of care 
by caregivers.

Method
Integrative literature review based on the PRISMA or Preferred 

Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses model 
[5], with the guiding question: - Is there scientific evidence on 
children’s oral health conditions and negligence on the part of their 
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guardians or caregivers? The following virtual portals were used for 
data collection PubMed (United States National Library of Medicine 
service) and VHL (Virtual Health Library) and their databases. The 
health descriptors or MeSH Medical Subject Headings term were 
considered: “oral health”, “child abuse”, and “children” in their 
Portuguese, Spanish and English versions. Also the advanced search 
form and with the Boolean operators “AND” and “OR”, through the 
advanced search form.

Inclusion criteria: all scientific articles published between 
January 2018 and December 2022 that met the guiding question.

Exclusion criteria: opinions, letters to the editor or other 
works that were not formally characterized as a scientific article 
were excluded, as well as repeated studies (where only one was 
counted) and literature reviews. Also those who did not answer the 

guiding question.

Two independent reviewers carried out the selection of 
articles, during the months of May and June in 2023, The articles 
were included by reading the title and the abstract of the records 
surveyed, according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria 
adopted. In the case of repeated records, only one was included. 
The initial selection was made by reading the title and the abstract. 
Subsequently, the records were chosen to be read in their entirety 
and, if included, with the summarized presentation of the main 
information.

Results
From 138 records, the final sample included fivw studies, 

presented in the form of a summary table (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Distribution of the selected records according to authorship, year of publication, country, database, objective, study design 

and sample, objective, main results or conclusions.

Authors/year/ country/
database Objective Study Design/ Sample Main Results or Conclusions

Han H et al. [7] New Zealand, 
MEDLINE

To understand the knowl-
edge and attitudes of New 

Zealand dental and oral 
health therapists in detecting 
and reporting child abuse and 

neglect.

Cross-sectional (92 dental and 
oral health therapists)

This exploratory research showed insufficient 
understanding of participating dental and oral 
health therapists in responding to Child Abuse 

and Neglected (CAN). Fear of false reporting 
(70%) was the most significant barrier.

Aydinoglu S& Arslan I [8] 
Turkey, MEDLINE (2021)

To determine whether the pres-
ence of siblings causes dental 
neglect, and whether there is 
a relationship between dental 

neglect and anxiety.

Cross-sectional (100 children, 
mean age  8.68 ± 2.11 years)

There were high level of dental anxiety and 
neglect in children with more than one sibling.

Hartung B et al. [9] Germany, 
MEDLINE, (2019

To identify challenges in the 
treatment of and the care for 
children facing suspicion of 

dental neglect.

Clinical trial (14 dentists and 102 
patients aged three to 14 years 

with suspected of dental neglect)

The establishment of efficient strategies of 
prevention and treatment of dental neglect and 
associated risks for the health of affected chil-
dren will only be achieved with intense public 

and governmental support.

Akinkuqbe AA & Hood KB, 
Brickhouse [10] The United 
States of America, MEDLINE, 

2019

To investigated likely asso-
ciations between Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 
and the oral health measures of 
the 2010 Behavioral Risk Factor 

Surveillance System (BRFSS).

Cross-sectional and retrospec-
tive study (secondary data from 
16,354 participants of the 2010 

BRFSS)

ACEs may be associated with poor oral health 
measures in adulthood, even after adjusting for 
important oral diseases risk factors. Longitudi-
nal follow-up studies are needed to delineate 
pathways by which this relationship occurs.

Kvist T, Annerbäck E-M & 
Dahllöf G [11] Sweden, MED-

LINE, 2018

To assess oral health and oral 
health behaviors in relation to 
suspected CAN among children 
being investigated by the Swed-

ish Social Services.

Cross-sectional  retrospec-
tive  ((secondary data from 86 

children 2-18 years and 172    
control)

There is a high prevalence of dental caries, 
irregular attendance, and a need for referral a 

pediatric dental clinic among Swedish children 
under investigation due to suspected CAN.

Silva-Júnior IF et al. [11] 
Brazil, MEDLINE, 2018

To assess and compare Oral 
Health-Related Quality of Life 
(OHRQoL) in child abuse vic-
tims and non-abused children 

in a Southern Brazilian city

Cross-sectional (48 abuse victims 
9-10 years and 144 public and 

private school students)

It is possible to suggest that greater care should 
be taken of these children, not only in providing 
treatment for oral disorders, but also in provid-

ing interdisciplinary care.

Source: Survey data, 2023.

Discussion
Dental neglect is the willful failure of parents or guardians to 

seek and follow through with treatment necessary to ensure a level 
of oral heath essential for adequate function and freedom from 

pain and infection [6]. It can be said that inferior health, hygiene, 
and quality of life conditions were expected for neglected children, 
which is well documented [7-12] in the selected studies. However, 
how can the early identification and planning of strategies be 
carried out in order to establish the child’s well-being in all 
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dimensions that involve his/her growth and development? With 
many socio-demographic, cultural, and economic variables that 
need to be considered, it is observed from the selected studies 
that, amidst a diversity of countries, in terms of characteristics, 
the problem is recognized and brings negative impacts [7-12]. As 
for the need for early identification, dental students, the dental 
surgeon, or the oral health team, in primary care, can be one of 
the first references in the suspicion of child neglect, particularly 
when poor oral hygiene occurs and improvement is not observed 
with positive reinforcement for such and when there is a very large 
demand for dental treatment, even in early age groups.

Accompanying the situation and seeking the help of the 
multidisciplinary team, including psychology and social assistance 
professionals, is unique, so that a positive return can be achieved 
[13]. The multidisciplinary approach has been utilized extensively 
by health care professions working with child abuse and neglect 
families. The multidisciplinary approach has allowed nurses, 
physicians, social workers, and mental health workers to collaborate 
in resolving complex problems. Multidisciplinary teams have taken 
many forms, depending on the demonstrated needs of the clinical 
setting. The many functions of the team may be summarized as: 
information-sharing, decision-making, support, and planning. 
Additional advantages include role clarification and many benefits 
for patients and families [14,15].

Conclusion
There is scientific evidence between the situation of neglect and 

the oral health conditions of the child victim. Associations between 
worse oral conditions, general health, and quality of life have been 
recorded for children who are victims of neglect. Considering an 
expected outcome by the context of the topic, there is a need for 
early identification and supervised interventions over time.
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