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SUMMARY REVIEW/CARIES

No evidence that fluoride supplements taken during 
pregnancy prevent caries
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Data sources Cochrane Oral Health’s Trials Register, the Cochrane 

Central Register of Controlled Trials (CENTRAL) Medline, Embase, 

LILACS BIREME Virtual Health Library CINAHL US National Institutes 

of Health Ongoing Trials Register (ClinicalTrials.gov) and the World 

Health Organization International Clinical Trials Registry Platform 

databases.

Study selection Randomised controlled trials (RCTs) including quasi-

randomised and cluster-randomised trials of fluoride supplements 

(tablets, drops, lozenges or chewing gum) given to women during 

pregnancy with the aim of preventing caries in the primary teeth of 

their children were selected.

Data extraction and synthesis Two reviewers independently extracted 

data and assessed risk of bias using the Cochrane risk of bias tool. No 

data synthesis was possible. 

Results Only one RCT met the inclusion criteria. There was no 

statistical difference in decayed or filled primary tooth surfaces (dfs) or 

% of children with caries at three years or five years. Risk ratio (RR) at 

three years = 1.46, (95% CI; 0.75 to 2.85) and RR at five years = 0.84, 

(95% CI; 0.53 to 1.33). At five years the incidence of fluorosis was 

similar between the groups.

Conclusions  There is no evidence that fluoride supplements taken by 

women during pregnancy are effective in preventing dental caries in 

their offspring.

Question: Does fluoride supplementation 
during pregnancy prevent caries in their 
children’s primary teeth?

The aim of this Cochrane review was to assess whether fluoride 

supplementation for pregnant women could prevent caries in their 

children’s primary teeth.

Searching, study selection, data extraction and assessment of 

risk of bias have been undertaken using Cochrane’s standard 

methodological approaches. However only one low quality 

randomised controlled trial involving 1400 women met the inclusion 

criteria. Of the 1175 children born 934 (79%) were followed up at 

three years and 798 (68%) at five years. No differences were seen 

in either the proportion of children with caries or the number of 

decayed or missing primary teeth. 

While fluoride can be transported across the placenta altering the 

enamel matrix and strengthening the properties of the enamel, the 

exact mechanism of the transfer is uncertain. The review authors 

highlight than no new studies on placental transfer of fluoride 

have been undertaken during the past two decades. Potential risks 

associated with fluoride exposure have also been reported.1-2  

Given the well established positive benefits of the use of topical 

fluorides such as toothpastes, gels, varnishes and rinses for caries 

prevention,3-7 the lack of evidence of a positive effect from the one 

trial that was included and little supporting evidence from other 

observational data discussed supports the authors’ view that careful 

consideration should be given to future research in this area.
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This paper is based on a Cochrane Review published in 
the Cochrane Library 2017, issue 10 (see www.thecochranelibrary.
com for information). Cochrane Reviews are regularly updated 
as new evidence emerges and in response to feedback, and the 
Cochrane Library should be consulted for the most recent version 
of the review.

Commentary
Caries is one of the most common chronic childhood diseases 

and a significant public health problem. All countries are affected 

with decay being present in between 30-50% of five- to six-year-

old children. While there have been improvements in the levels of 

decayed, missing and filled teeth in recent decades dental caries is 

a major problem. 
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