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Definition of early childhood caries

• Early Childhood Caries is defined as the presence of one or more 
decayed (non-cavitated or cavitated lesions), missing (due to caries) 
or filled tooth surfaces in any primary tooth in a preschool-age child 
between birth and 71 months of age (AAPD, 1998).

• It is limited to caries in the primary dentition and excludes caries in 
the permanent dentition of pre-school children that are early 
erupters.

• Recently at the global ECC summit organised by the IAPD in Thailand 
in 2018, this definition of ECC was adopted for universal use.



Definition of early childhood caries

• ECC is a public health emergency. It is 10th place on the list of 291 
most common childhood diseases [Vos et al, 2012].

• Between 2007 and 2017, an estimated 64.6 million children younger 
than 36 months; and  173.5 million 3 to 5 years old were affected by 
ECC [El Tantawi et al, 2018].

• Global prevalence ranged from 0.3% to 69.6% in children 0 to 2 years 
old (mean prevalence =  23.8% ); and 6.3% to 98.1% in children 3 to 5 
years old (mean prevalence = 57.3%) [El Tantawi et al, 2018].



Global prevalence of ECC among <36 months 
old children- 2007 to 2017



Global prevalence of ECC among 36-71 
months old children- 2007 to 2017



Global variation in ECC prevalence 



Risk factors for early childhood caries

• Individual level factors: Breastfeeding for more than 12 months, 
night feeding, high quantity and frequency of refined carbohydrate 
intake, poor oral hygiene, poor utilization of dental preventive 
services, low use of fluoridated toothpastes, low vitamin D, genetic 
risk factors

• Family level factors: low socio-economic status, maternal knowledge 
of caries prevention, maternal mental health status, culture and 
weaning diet.



Conceptual framework for ECC and politics

Folayan et al, 2014



Risk factors for early childhood caries - 2

Structural determinants of risk for early childhood caries

• Social structures shapes risk factors

• These social structures are culture and social values, governance, 
macroeconomic, public policies, social policies.

• Few studies have implicated culture and group values as risk factors 
for ECC. There are however no tested hypothesis of how culture and 
group values are risk factors. 



Governance and early childhood caries

Defined: These are authority systems and structures within a country 
that formulate and implement policies.

Measures of governance

• Freedom status (free, partly free not free)

• Political regime (parliamentary democracy, presidential democracy, 
civilian dictatorship, royal dictatorship)

• Governance (Voice and accountability, Political stability, Rule of law, 
Government effectiveness, Regulatory quality, Control of corruption)



Governance and early childhood caries - 2

• Among adolescents, measures of democracy and quality of 
governance were strongly associated with children’s oral health 
impacts (quality of life measures) and less so with DMFT (Baker et al 
2018).

• Voice and accountability, political stability and control of corruption 
were associated with lower ECC prevalence. The first two had the 
greatest effect (personal communication).



Macroeconomics and early childhood caries

Defined: These are fiscal, monetary, balance of payments, and trade 
policies.

Measures of macroeconomic policies

• Employment to population ratio 

• Gross domestic product per capita 

• GINI index measures the degree of inequality in distribution of family 
income within a country



Macroeconomics and early childhood caries -
2

• Macroeconomic measures of employment, per capita GDP and 
income inequality had strong and consistent associations with both 
adolescent’s caries experience and self-reported impacts (Baker et al, 
2018).

• No studies on how macroeconomic measures directly or indirectly 
impacts ECC prevalence. However El Tantawi et al (2018) 
demonstrated that a 1% growth in per-capita GNI of countries was 
associated with higher ECC prevalence. These are nations in transition 
with associated nutritional transitions also.



Public policies and early childhood caries 

Define: Spending on systems such as health and education

Measures of public policies

• Health expenditure as a ratio of government expenditure

• Out-of-pocket health expenditure



Public policies and early childhood caries - 2 

• In adolescents, public health expenditure was associated with 
improved quality of oral health (Baker et al, 2018)

• Countries with universal health coverage were more likely to have 
lower ECC prevalence. For 3-5 year olds however, an increase of 1 
physician per 1000 population was associated with a decrease in ECC 
prevalence. Also, 1% growth in per capital health expenditure was 
associated with increase in ECC prevalence (El Tantawi et al, 2018).



Social policies and early childhood caries

• Define: This is the role of the state in the protection and promotion of 
the economic and social wellbeing of citizens through education, 
health, housing, welfare, and taxation.

Measures of social policy

• Welfare state status

• Human development index for health, education and standard of 
living.



Social policies and early childhood caries - 2

• Social policy measures (welfare regime, human development) had 
strong and consistent associations with adolescent’s caries experience 
and their quality of life (Baker et al, 2018)

• There is limited information on social policy measures and risk for 
ECC. Human index measures for women’s wellbeing indicates 
countries that have higher percentage of female legislators, senior 
officials and managers had higher ECC prevalence. countries with 
higher female GNI had lower ECC prevalence (personal 
communication) 



Other unknown macro-factors and ECC

• Food security is a public health issue. Nothing known about national 
food security status and ECC. 

• There is an assumption that ECC is associated with poverty through 
the use of proxy measures – socioeconomic status. This measure has 
largely remained at the family level. There are no studies on national 
poverty status and ECC.

• Poverty is measured by assessment of severe deprivation in seven 
domains – food, water, sanitation, health, shelter, education and 
information. 



Conclusion 

• The few studies conducted on politics and ECC show political factors 
as risk indicators for ECC. 

• Good governance is a composite of actions that independently 
influence child oral health in different ways and with different 
magnitude. The collective effect is however, positive. 

• Despite multiple individual and family level efforts to control ECC, the 
impact has been negligible. Action at the national and global level can 
change structural risk factors for ECC.

• We need more research on macro-level factors and ECC.



Country Profile of the Epidemiology and 
Clinical Management of Early Childhood
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