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Don’t Fight It Tooth and Nail: Your Dentist is
on Your Side during Pregnancy!

By Beth Conover, APRN, CGC MotherToBaby Nebraska, UNMC

“There are so many risks to the baby if | go for dental work, right?” “What about x-rays?” “l don’t like going to the
dentist anyway, so I'll probably just wait until my baby is born. That should be fine, right?” Worries, excuses, we've
heard it all at MotherToBaby when it comes to dental procedures during pregnancy. We often receive questions from
women wondering whether dental care is safe. In short, the answer is....yes! What better time to talk about the
reasons why it's ok than during June - typically the month the American Dental Association dubs as “Oral Health
Month.”

Routine dental care is low risk, and most emergency procedures can be done as well.

Good oral health improves your overall health, and increases your chances of a good pregnancy outcome. However,
when you are scheduling a dental appointment and are pregnant (or trying to get pregnant), let the office know so that
they can be prepared to make decisions about which procedures are safe for your baby. In some cases, you or your
dentist may want to wait until after delivery for elective (non-necessary) procedures.

Here are some commonly asked questions we get from pregnant women:

e When | brush my teeth, my gums have started to bleed. Is this normal? What should | do?

Bleeding gums is a common problem during pregnancy. Pregnant women have hormonal changes that can increase
their chances of getting gum problems such as gingivitis (puffy and tender red gums that bleed easily). Your dentist
will want to monitor this so that it does not progress to a more serious gum disease. Periodontal disease is a bacterial
infection of the gums and jaw bones that support the teeth, and can increase your chances of having a smaller baby,
delivering early, and having other pregnancy complications. Dentists recommend that you floss daily, and get your
teeth cleaned on a regular basis during pregnancy (consider having it done more frequently, if you are having
pregnancy gingivitis).

¢ It seems like pregnancy is causing me to get more cavities in my teeth...am I right?

Pregnancy can contribute to women having more cavities. This is in part due to changes in diet such as frequent
snacks including sugary foods. To prevent cavities, eat a healthy diet and brush your teeth after eating sweets. In
addition, if you have morning sickness, the acid from your stomach can affect your tooth enamel and make cavities
more likely. Rinse your mouth with water or mouthwash after morning sickness episodes. If your toothpaste is making
your morning sickness worse, ask your dentist for the name of a bland-tasting toothpaste.

e What if | need to get a cavity filled or a tooth pulled? Can | have a local anesthetic?

Agents like lidocaine which are injected into your gums are low risk for your baby. In one study, researchers compared
pregnant women who received lidocaine injections as part of dental treatment with women who did not, and found no
significant increase in risk for miscarriage, prematurity, or birth defects. If you need a pain medication, your dentist will
take into account where you are in your pregnancy so as to make a choice that is safest for your baby.

¢ Are dental x-rays safe in pregnancy?

You may choose to have routine X-rays done prior to pregnancy, or to delay them until after you deliver - talk to your
dentist about the best options for you. However, if you have a dental emergency and need to have them done, don’t
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hesitate. Advances in technology have made dental X-rays safer, and they do not involve as much radiation or may not
involve radiation at all. Your dental office will cover your neck and abdomen with a lead apron, which lessens the
exposure to your baby even more.

e What else can | do to ensure dental health?

Schedule a visit to your dentist before you are pregnant. Get teeth cleaned, gums examined, and any dental issues
addressed prior to pregnancy.

Brush your teeth at least twice a day and floss once a day. This helps reduce plaque, the sticky film that covers your
teeth and can make gums inflamed and increase your risk for periodontal disease.

I hope I've given you a few good tips to chew on - Your teeth and baby will thank you. Have a healthy pregnancy!

Beth Conover, APRN, CGC, is a genetic counselor and pediatric nurse practitioner. She established the
Nebraska Teratogen Information Service in 1986, also known as MotherToBaby Nebraska. She was also a
founding board member of the Organization of Teratology Information Specialists (OTIS). In her clinical
practice, Beth sees patients in Pharmacogenetics Clinic and Genetics Clinic at the University of Nebraska
Medical Center. Beth has provided consultation to the FDA and CDC.

About MotherToBaby

MotherToBaby is a service of the Organization of Teratology Information Specialists (OTIS), suggested
resources by many agencies including the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). If you have
questions about exposures during pregnancy and breastfeeding, please call MotherToBaby toll-FREE at
866-626-6847 or try out MotherToBaby’s new text information service by texting questions to (855)
999-3525. You can also visit MotherToBaby.org to browse a library of fact sheets about dozens of viruses,
medications, vaccines, alcohol, diseases, or other exposures during pregnancy and breastfeeding or
connect with all of our resources by downloading the new MotherToBaby free app, available on Android
and iOS markets.
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Questions? Call 866.626.6847 | Text 855.999.3525 | Email or Chat at MotherToBaby.org.

Disclaimer: MotherToBaby Fact Sheets are meant for general information purposes and should not replace the advice of your health care provider.
MotherToBaby is a service of the non-profit Organization of Teratology Information Specialists (OTIS). Copyright by OTIS, March 26, 2024.

Don’t Fight It Tooth and Nail: Your Dentist is
on Your Side during Pregnancy!

Let’s be honest, we live in an era of perfection. Perfect hair, perfect nails, perfect teeth, perfect everything! Nowadays,
it seems like almost all the celebrities, and influencers, have some type of work done on their teeth, and it looks great!
Makes you want to try it out for yourself. However, these options might not be affordable or available to everyone. |
know | wouldn’t be able to get those treatments for myself. So, | have settled for teeth whitening products used at
home. Because yes, | too want pearly white teeth!

Now, does it matter if | am pregnant or breastfeeding? Which ones are okay to use, the strips, the toothpastes, and/or
the blue light therapy? So many options to choose from, right? Before we talk about each of those ingredients, it's
important to point out that every pregnancy starts out with a small chance (3-5%) of having a baby with a birth defect,
we call this the background risk. Now that we have defined the background risk, when we talk about any possible
increased risk for birth defects, we refer to the increased risk above that background risk. Now, let’s break it down and
take a look at some of these products and their ingredients.

1. Whitening strips

Most teeth whitening products contain various ingredients that are not well studied in pregnancy or lactation. Without
good research it’s difficult to know whether the ingredients can cause a problem for the developing baby or breastfed
infant. However, when the product is used as directed on the teeth (not swallowed) it is unlikely that a significant
amount would enter the pregnant woman'’s system or the breast milk. Let’s take a closer look at some of those
common ingredients:

e Carbamide peroxide breaks down into urea and hydrogen peroxide when in contact with organic compounds in
living tissues.
¢ Urea is a chemical formed from protein breakdown and is often used in lotions to improve hydration.
Urea is also found naturally in the body and is also part of breast milk. Since the body can excrete large
amounts of urea, exposure to small or moderate amounts of urea is not expected to increase the chance
of birth defects or cause any adverse effects to the breastfed infant.

¢ Hydrogen peroxide is added to cosmetics and personal care products as an antimicrobial ingredient to
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inhibit the growth of microorganisms. It also oxidizes stains on the teeth to whiten them. When in contact
with your teeth, hydrogen peroxide will break down as a molecule of water and oxygen gas. Because of
this, it is not likely to pose any significant chance for birth defects or problems while breastfeeding.

You may also find,

e Sodium Hydroxide. This ingredient is commonly found in industry and home-based products, such as soaps. It is
toxic to tissues, and it is not meant to ingest or breathe. When used in dental preparations, they alter the
acidity of the mouth for better protection of the teeth. There are no human studies done on sodium hydroxide in
pregnancy or breastfeeding. However, due to potential maternal alkalosis (increase in the pH of the body),
careful use should be advised in when an individual has kidney problems during pregnancy or while
breastfeeding.

e Glycerin is colorless, odorless, and a sweet glycerol (sugar alcohol), used as a lubrication agent in multiple
cosmetic products such as toothpaste, shaving cream, and soaps. Glycerin crosses the placenta in small
amounts but there are no studies in humans looking at glycerin. However, since data in animals did not show
any increase in birth defects, it is not likely that glycerin in tooth whitening would put a pregnancy or breastfed
infant at increased chance for problems.

e Menthol is widely used in a variety of products in the cosmetic world as a flavoring and fragrance agent. There
are no studies in humans on use of menthol in pregnancy or breastfeeding. However, animal data did not show
any increase in birth defects. Therefore, when used in small amounts, it is unlikely to pose any increased
chances for birth defects or any other problems during pregnancy or while breastfeeding your baby.

e Carbomer is commonly used as thickening agents and emulsifiers for pharmaceuticals and many other
products. Carbomer is added to teeth whitening strips as a thickener and usually found in small amounts in
some products. Because of the large molecular size of carbomer and the small amount used in these products,
it would be unlikely to cause problems during pregnancy or enter the breast milk in amounts that are of concern
for a breastfeeding baby.

2. Whitening toothpastes

Majority of these toothpastes contain:

e Sodium Monofluorophosphate (MFP), a sodium salt commonly used to increase the amount of fluoride
incorporated into the enamel which can help prevent cavities. No research has been done during pregnancy; it
is unknown if it causes problems for the baby. Sodium Monofluorophosphate can potentially cause adverse
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effects if ingested, its use should be monitored closely during pregnancy and while breastfeeding your baby.

e Sodium fluoride is a colorless or white powder that dissolves in liquid. Sodium fluoride is mostly used for
prevention of dental cavities, to polish the teeth, and reduce oral odor. Sodium fluoride can be found in drinking
water. Ingestion of these ingredients in excessive amounts during pregnancy could lead to impaired
development of the baby’s teeth. Sodium fluoride gets into the breastmilk in small amounts, and it is not
expected to cause adverse effects to the breast-fed infant.

3. Blue (LED) Light Therapy

This therapy is often used to treat acne and sun damage. This therapy will only work in areas where the light reaches,
and it usually needs a combination of photosynthesizing drugs to activate the ingredients and help whiten the teeth.
This blue (LED) light therapy is used with gels or strips containing some of the ingredients above. Some may contain
ingredients we have not reviewed above. There is limited research on the use of blue light therapy during pregnancy
or breastfeeding and the risk of birth defects or other pregnancy problems are unknown. However, the light itself is not
expected to increase the risk of birth defects or pose any adverse effects to the breastfed infant.

4. Other ingredients commonly used:

e Herbals are not regulated by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). Therefore, we are never sure what is in
the product, and there is not enough information to evaluate possible risk to a developing baby or breastfed
infant. For more information about herbals and supplements during pregnancy or breastfeeding, please refer to
our fact sheet at: https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/herbal-products-pregnancyy/.

¢ Alcohol should be avoided completely during pregnancy. It has been established that there is no known amount
or type of alcohol that is okay to consume during pregnancy. However, using a teeth whitener with alcohol is
not expected to result in a significant amount getting in your bloodstream or the breast milk since the product is
applied topically. Do not swallow or drink any of these products and use as directed on the package. If desired,
you can select an alcohol-free product. To read more about alcohol during pregnancy and while breastfeeding,
please refer to our Fact Sheet at: https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/alcohol-pregnancy/ .

If you are interested in learning more about other products and their individual ingredients, make sure to contact the
experts at MotherToBaby.

And remember, it is important to feel good in your own skin but, if you are leaning towards getting your teeth
whitened, here are some tips to think about before buying any product.

¢ Look for non-alcohol based products.
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e Use the product as directed, do not swallow it, and do not exceed the time listed on the package.

e Contact the experts at MotherToBaby.org with your questions.

Questions? Call 866.626.6847 | Text 855.999.3525 | Email or Chat at MotherToBaby.org.

Disclaimer: MotherToBaby Fact Sheets are meant for general information purposes and should not replace the advice of your health care provider.
MotherToBaby is a service of the non-profit Organization of Teratology Information Specialists (OTIS). Copyright by OTIS, March 26, 2024.
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