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About 133 million Americans, or almost 1 in 2
adults, have at least 1 chronic illness. Chronic
conditions account for more than 75% of health
care costs and 70% of deaths each year in the
United States." Chronic diseases cost the United
States $153 billion annually in lost productivity,
and individuals who are overweight, obese, or
have other chronic conditions miss an additional
450 million days from work compared with
healthy workers.” The high prevalence, associ-
ated morbidity, and economic impact of chronic
diseases, particularly diabetes, hypercholester-
olemia (high blood cholesterol), and hyperten-
sion, are a serious public health issue in the
United States today. According to the Medical
Expenditure Panel Survey, about 40% of adults
visit the dentist in a given year,? 10% to 20% of
whom have not seen a physician in the pre-
ceding year.*® This presents an opportunity for
oral health professionals to be part of an in-
tegrated health care team working to combat
these chronic diseases.

Screening for undiagnosed medical condi-
tions in the dental office has long been pro-
posed as a potentially valuable public health
service."® Widespread adoption of this prac-
tice is dependent on determining the efficacy of
screening in the dental setting and acceptance
by dental care providers and patients. To
examine the effectiveness and acceptance of
screening programs, several studies have eval-
uated screening for diabetes, hypercholester-
olemia, and hypertension in the dental set-
ting.* These conditions were chosen because
of (1) their prevalence in today’s society, (2) the
significant morbidity and mortality associated
with these conditions, (3) the ability to lessen
their burden through early detection, and (4)
the availability of well-validated, safe, and easy-
to-use screening tools.**'° Additional studies
have found that a majority of dentists™ and
patients'? believe that it is important for oral
health professionals to perform medical
screenings for heart disease, diabetes, and
hypertension in the dental office.
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dental clinic to the physician’s office.

2013.301644)

A study conducted in Sweden concluded
that limiting screening to patients older than
40 years of age would increase the percentage
of patients who participated in screening and
who had hypertension."® Another study came
to a similar conclusion, and also found potential
benefits for patients who had been previously
diagnosed with hypertension but who did not
maintain adequate blood pressure control.'*
The utility of screening for diabetes during
dental visits has also been evaluated. Among
356 patients with no known history of diabetes
who visited an outpatient periodontal clinic in
India, diabetes was found in 19.1% of the
patients.'®

In practice, physicians who detect an ab-
normal test result for the presence of chronic
disease are inclined to provide medication to
their patients. The thresholds upon which
primary care physicians determine mediation
treatment, particularly for diabetes and hyper-
tension, have been lowered since the early
1990s, and newer guidelines encourage the
treatment of prediabetes and prehyperten-
sion.!® In this analysis, we assumed that people
who had undiagnosed diabetes, undiagnosed

Objectives. We estimated short-term health care cost savings that would result
from oral health professionals performing chronic disease screenings.

Methods. We used population data, estimates of chronic disease prevalence,
and rates of medication adherence from the literature to estimate cost savings
that would result from screening individuals aged 40 years and older who have
seen a dentist but not a physician in the last 12 months. We estimated 1-year
savings if patients identified during screening in a dental setting were referred to
a physician, completed their referral, and started pharmacological treatment.

Results. We estimated that medical screenings for diabetes, hypertension, and
hypercholesterolemia in dental offices could save the health care system from
$42.4 million ($13.51 per person screened) to $102.6 million ($32.72 per person
screened) over 1 year, dependent on the rate of referral completion from the

Conclusions. Oral health professionals can potentially play a bigger role in
detecting chronic disease in the US population. Additional prevention and
monitoring activities over the long term could achieve even greater savings
and health benefits. (Am J Public Health. 2014;104:744-750. doi:10.2105/AJPH.

hypercholesterolemia, or undiagnosed hyper-
tension and were subsequently diagnosed for
1 or more of these conditions by a physician
would receive prescription drug treatment per
treatment guidelines.

Once patients start medication therapy, it is
important that they adhere to the regimen.
Medication treatment of cardiovascular disease
has been shown to be effective only if patients
adhere to their medication.'” Poor medication
adherence has been associated with increased
hospitalization, increased use of health care
resources, and higher overall health care
costs.'® 2% Poor medication adherence has also
been associated with failure to reach treatment
target goals, (such as blood pressure control),
adverse clinical outcomes, and higher rates of
mortality 17222

No previous studies we know of examined
the cost implications to the US health care
system stemming from chronic disease screen-
ings in a dental office. In the current environ-
ment of fiscal constraint and the focus on cost
control in health care reform, potential cost
savings are important to consider. In this
analysis, we estimated 1 component of the
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overall potential health care cost savings asso-
ciated with screening for medical conditions in
a dental setting. Given that our calculations are
based on prevalence rates for undiagnosed
disease, in this scenario a positive screening test
will always result in a positive diagnosis. This
component comprised the 1-year cost savings
associated with (1) oral health professionals’
detection of diabetes, hypercholesterolemia,
and hypertension in previously undiagnosed
patients; (2) their referral of those patients to
a physician for diagnosis; and (3) the patients’
initiation of medication therapy. Specifically,
we calculated the medical costs and appropri-
ate pharmacy costs associated with medication
adherence and nonadherence in a 12-month
period after a physician’s diagnosis. Medical
costs, as defined by Sokol et al., include the
costs of outpatient, inpatient, and emergency
room services over a 12-month period.'®
Pharmacy costs include all the costs associated
with medications dispensed by an outpatient,
mail-service, or community-based pharmacy
over a 12-month period.18 In our model,
“health care savings” means medication health
care savings during a 12-month period.

METHODS

We used data from a number of sources to
estimate the cost savings associated with med-
ical screenings in a dental office among adults
aged 40 years and older who had undiagnosed
diabetes, hypercholesterolemia, or hyperten-
sion. These patients had no reported history of
coronary heart disease or diabetes, no reported
disease-specific risk factors, and no medication
use for these conditions, and had not visited
a physician in the last 12 months. To estimate
the population aged 40 years and older who
would be eligible for a medical screening in
a dental office on the basis of these criteria, we
used data published by Glick and Greenberg,
who estimated the percentage of men and
women aged 40 years and older who met the
criteria outlined and had seen a dentist in the
last 12 months.* We applied these estimates to
the total US population in 2011 aged 40 years
and older as measured by the US census.?>
Figure 1 shows a flowchart for identifying
candidates for a screening examination for
diabetes, hypercholesterolemia, and hyper-
tension in a dental office. Individuals had
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hypertension if their systolic blood pressure
was 140 millimeters of mercury or above or
their diastolic blood pressure was 90 milli-
meters of mercury or above.>*?® Individuals
had hypercholesterolemia if their serum total
cholesterol was 240 milligrams per deciliter or
above 242627

Finally, we assumed that individuals had
diabetes if their estimated glucose level was
126 milligrams per deciliter or above,**
which has been estimated to be equal to
a hemoglobin A1C level of 6.0% or above.?®
Applying the screening eligibility algorithm to
the 2011 US Census population, 3.14 million
individuals, or 2.2% of the US population
aged 40 and older, would be eligible for
a medical screening for diabetes, hypercho-
lesterolemia, and hypertension in a dental
office.

After estimating the total population eligi-
ble for a medical screening in a dental office,
we estimated the difference in the 12-month
medication health care costs between 2 arms:
the counterfactual arm (no screening by oral
health care professionals) and the treatment
arm (screening by oral health care profes-
sionals with follow-up to physicians for phar-
macological treatment; Figure 2). We as-
sumed that all patients with a chronic disease
who complied with their referral and visited a
physician would receive pharmacological
treatment according to treatment guidelines.'®
Using data from the 1999-2004 National
Health and Nutrition Examination Survey
(NHANES),?° we estimated the prevalence of
undiagnosed single-condition and comorbid
diabetes, hypercholesterolemia, and hyper-
tension among a population aged 40 and
older who had not reported a history of
chronic disease or associated risk factors. We
applied those rates to the eligible screening
population to estimate the percentage of in-
dividuals with the following undiagnosed
chronic disease: single-condition hypercholes-
terolemia (7.35%), single-condition hyperten-
sion (19.31%), single-condition diabetes
(3.70%), hypertension and hypercholesterol-
emia (4.269%), diabetes and hypercholesterol-
emia (0.51%), diabetes and hypertension
(2.13%), and all 3 conditions (0.51%). We
applied these undiagnosed prevalence rates for
single and comorbid chronic conditions to the
counterfactual and treatment arm.

2011 US Population:
311.6 Million

Aged 40 Years and
Older: 143.3 Million

with no reported
risk factors

Men:70.5 Women: 72.8
Million Million
28.7%: men 27.8%: women

with no reported
risk factors

with no reported

risk factors who
did not see a

physician in last

4.3 Million

(HTN, high (HTN, high
cholesterol, cholesterol,
CVD, stroke, CVD, stroke,
heart attack, heart attack,

angina, angina,
diabetes). Total: diabetes). Total:

20.2 Million 20.2 Million
21.2%: men 6.6%: women

12 months. Total:

with no reported
risk factors who
did not see a
physician in last
12 months. Total:
1.3 Million

54.8%: men
with no reported
risk factors who
did not see a
physician in last
12 months but
did see a dentist
inlast 12
months. Total:
2.4 Million

58.7%: women
with no reported
risk factors who
did not see a
physician in last
12 months but
did see a dentist
inlast 12
months. Total:
0.8 Million

Total Eligible Dental
Intervention
Population: 3.14
Million

Note. CVD = cardiovascular disease; HTN =

hypertension.

FIGURE 1—Determination of intervention
population for chronic disease
screenings in a dental setting among US
adults aged 40 years and older: 2011.
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Intervention

Total eligible dental

Total savings per person screened before
labor costs

=(A)-(B)-(C)-(D)

Population: 3.1 Million =$32.72
Counterfactual arm, no dental Treatment arm, dental
intervention intervention

Prevalence of undiagnosed
chronic disease (HTN only, HC

only, Diab only, HTN+HC,

HTN+Diab, HC+Diab, all 3 Rate of
conditions), aged 40 years and " . aoLb referral non-

oI?ier.‘ Y False negative rate: 4% completion: Rate of referral
16.7%¢ completion:
83.3%°

Total population with
undiagnosed disease

1-year disease-specific cost of
medication nonadherence.d

Prevalence of undiagnosed
chronic disease (HTN only,
HC only, Diab only, HTN+HC,
HTN+Diab, HC+Diab, all 3
conditions), aged 40 years
and older.”

(A) Cost per person screened
(2011 dollars): $3134

Prevalence of undiagnosed
chronic disease (HTN only,
HC only, Diab only,
HTN+HC, HTN+Diab,
HC+Diab, all 3 conditions),
aged 40 years and older.?

Total false negative population
with chronicillness

Prevalence of undiagnosed
chronic disease (HTN only,
HC only, Diab only,
HTN+HC, HTN+Diab,
HC+Diab, all 3 conditions),
aged 40 years and older.?

1-year disease-specific cost
of medication
nonadherence.

Total population with
i d disease who do
not see physician

1-year disease-
specific cost of

medication

®Data from Jontell and Glick.*?
9Data from Sokol et al.'®
®Data from appendix of Roebuck et al.>

Figure 2 shows how we derived total med-
ical costs when oral health professionals per-
formed no chronic disease screenings (coun-
terfactual arm) versus total medication health
care costs when there was a dental interven-
tion and a physician referral (treatment arm).
To accomplish this, we used data from Sokol
et al., who estimated the health care costs
associated with medication nonadherence and
medication adherence for diabetes, hyper-
cholesterolemia, and hypertension based on
a commercially insured population of indi-
viduals younger than 65 years.'® The study by
Sokol et al. was based on integrated pharmacy
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nonadherence.?

Disease-specific rate
of medication
adherence.®

Disease-specific rate
of medication
nonadherence.®

(B) Cost per person screened
(2011 dollars): $84

Nonadherent population

‘ Adherent population

(C) Cost per person screened
(2011 dollars): $516

1-year disease-specific cost

Note. Diab = diabetes; HC = hypercholesterolemia; HTN = hypertension.
“Data from 1999-2004 National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey.”
®Data from Speechley et al.*® and Friedman-Gerlicz and Lilly.3

and medical claims from 1997 through 1999.
Because no patient in the counterfactual arm
received medication for chronic disease, we
assumed zero pharmacy costs. Sokol et al.
estimated medical and pharmacy costs across
a range of medication adherence thresholds
(1%-199%, 20%—39%, 60%—79%, 80%—
100%) over a 12-month period. Adherence, as
defined by Sokol et al., is the percentage of
days that a patient has medication on hand
over an analysis period. Patients with an
adherence level at or above 80%, a threshold
commonly defined in the adherence litera-
ture,'*3*73% were defined as adherent to

of medication adherence or
nonadherence.

(D) Cost per person screened
(2011 dollars): $2501

FIGURE 2—Flowchart determining cost savings from health screenings in a dental setting among US adults aged 40 years and older: 2011.

medication. Because patients with chronic
disease in the counterfactual arm received
no medication treatment, they were consid-
ered nonadherent. To determine the total
medical cost of nonadherence, we calculated
a weighted average of the total medical costs
across the adherence thresholds below 80%.
Table 1 summarizes the data from Sokol et al.
on the total per-person medical cost of med-
ication nonadherence as well as the total
per-person medication health care cost (med-
ical plus pharmacy cost) of medication adher-
ence and nonadherence. For individuals with
more than 1 condition, we simply aggregated
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Chronic Disease

TABLE 1-Disease-Related Health Care Per-Person Cost of Medication Adherence Among
Individuals Younger Than 65 Years: United States, 1997-1999

Total Per-Person Medical
Cost of Nonadherence, $

RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

Total Per-Person Cost
(Medical + Pharmacy) of
Adherence, $

Total Per-Person Cost
(Medical + Pharmacy) of
Nonadherence, $

Diabetes 6543
Hypercholesterolemia 4774
Hypertension 5149
Diabetes + hypercholesterolemia 11316
Diabetes + hypertension 11691
Hypertension + hypercholesterolemia 9922
All 3 conditions 16 465

6827 4570
5176 3924
5336 4871
12002 8494
12162 9441
10512 8795
17338 13 365

Source. Sokol et al

the single-disease-specific cost estimates
across conditions.

In the counterfactual arm, we applied the
disease-specific medical costs from Sokol et al.
to the estimated population with undiagnosed
chronic disease. In the treatment arm, we
accounted for the possibility that the screening
tests performed by the oral health professional
could result in a false negative. Prior literature
has suggested that the false-negative rate for
a hypertension or hypercholesterolemia
screening examination is between 3% and
5%.33! We therefore assumed a false-
negative rate of 4% for all 3 screening exams
that an oral health professional would perform
for a patient. We assumed that individuals who
had a false-negative test result for diabetes,
hypercholesterolemia, or hypertension would
not see a physician and would incur the full
medical cost of medication nonadherence. Af-
ter we filtered out individuals with a false-
negative test result, 3.10 million individuals
remained eligible for a physician’s referral if
they tested positive for diabetes, hypercholes-
terolemia, or hypertension. In a study by Jontell
and Glick, which analyzed a group of private
dental practices in Sweden, about 83%
of patients complied with their dentist’s rec-
ommendation and contacted a physician if they
were determined to be at increased risk of
dying from a severe coronary heart disease
event within 10 years.** In our model, we
assumed that 83% of patients who were at
risk for diabetes, hypercholesterolemia, or
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Note. The data are based on patients enrolled in a commercial medical and prescription drug plan in the United States from
June 1997 through May 1999. We calculated total per-person medical and total cost of nonadherence by taking a weighted
average of costs across each adherence threshold below 80%.

hypertension would comply with their dentist’s
referral and visit a physician for treatment. We
assumed that the remaining 17% who did not
comply with their dentist’s referral and had
undiagnosed chronic disease incurred the full
medical cost associated with medication non-
adherence. As the Jontell and Glick study is the
only one that has looked at referral completion
rates of referrals from a dentist to a physician,
we used these rates for our calculations. Be-
cause Sweden has a national health care sys-
tem, these rates may overestimate what would
happen in the US health care model. Hence, we
also conducted sensitivity analyses adjusting
the referral completion rates (see Results). In
our model, we assumed that 83% of screened
patients would complete their referral to a pri-
mary care physician whether or not they
currently had a primary care physician.

We assumed that individuals who had
undiagnosed diabetes, hypercholesterolemia,
or hypertension (or combinations of these
conditions), complied with their dentist’s re-
ferral, and visited a physician received med-
ication treatment. Because we used popula-
tion prevalence rates based on data from
the 1999-2004 NHANES,?® any false-
positive test results resulting from a physi-
cian’s examination would automatically be
accounted for in our model. A certain per-
centage of patients with undiagnosed chronic
diseases that received prescription drug
treatment would be adherent to their medi-
cation regimen. Using a commercially insured

population, Roebuck et al. estimated that
50.5% of patients with hypertension, 42.6%
of patients with hypercholesterolemia, and
41.2% of patients with diabetes are adherent
(adherence level = 80%) to their medication
regimen over the course of a year.>> We used
these medication adherence rates to estimate
the number of individuals with chronic disease
who would be adherent or nonadherent to
their medication regimen. We then applied the
total cost of medication adherence and non-
adherence (Table 1) from Sokol et al.'® to the
adherent and nonadherent chronic disease
population (Figure 2). These costs included
pharmacy and medical expenditures. We
inflated all costs from 1999 to 2011 dollars
using the gross domestic product deflator.3”3®

We calculated the total savings before labor
as the total cost in the counterfactual arm
minus the total cost in the treatment arm
(Figure 2). The total cost in the treatment arm
was the sum of the total medical cost from
false-negative test results, the total medical cost
from patients not complying with their dentist
referral, and the total medication health care
cost (pharmacy and medical) from patients
complying with their dentist referral and re-
ceiving medication for diabetes, hypercholes-
terolemia, or hypertension. To account for
labor costs, we used data from the American
Dental Association Survey of Dental Practice®®
to estimate the hourly wage for a general
practice dentist and dental assistant. On the
basis of our experience, we estimated that it
would take approximately 12 minutes to com-
plete a diabetes, hypercholesterolemia, and
hypertension screening in a dental office. We
expected that it would take approximately 7
minutes for a dental assistant to take a blood
sample, measure blood pressure, and test the
blood for A1C and lipid levels and 5 minutes
for a general practice dentist to read the results
and report the findings back to the patient. On
the basis of this assumption, we estimated that
labor costs were $11.90. We divided total
savings before labor by the eligible interven-
tion population to generate savings per inter-
vention. To generate our final savings esti-
mates, we subtracted labor costs from the
estimate of before-labor savings per interven-
tion.

We performed a number of sensitivity
analyses around the referral completion rate.
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Prior studies have shown that physicians’ re-
ferral completion rates range from 63% to
839.%%7*3 The upper bound of this range is
similar to what Jontell and Glick estimated.>?
We applied this range to our model to check
the sensitivity of our savings estimates to
various referral completion rates, holding all
other parameters fixed. We conducted all
analyses with Microsoft Excel Office 2010
(Microsoft Corporation, Redmond, WA).

RESULTS

We estimated that, before labor costs were
factored into our model and using an 83%
referral completion rate, diabetes, hypercho-
lesterolemia, and hypertension screenings in
dental offices would save the health care
system $102.6 million over 1 year, or $32.72
per person screened. With labor costs factored
in, diabetes, hypercholesterolemia, and hyper-
tension screenings in the dental office would
save the health care system $65.3 million, or
$20.82 per person screened.

At a 77% completion referral rate, before
labor costs are factored in, we estimated that
diabetes, hypercholesterolemia, and hyperten-
sion screenings in the dental office would save
the health care system $83.8 million, or
$26.74 per person screened over 1 year. With
labor costs factored in, the health care system
over 1 year would save $46.5 million, or
$14.84 per person screened. At a referral
completion rate of 63%, before labor costs are
factored in, we estimated that medical screen-
ings would save the health care system $42.4
million, or $13.51 per person screened, over
1 year. With labor costs factored in, the health
care system would save $5.1 million, or $1.61
per person screened, over 1 year.

DISCUSSION

We used the existing literature on medica-
tion adherence, chronic disease prevalence,
and behavior health to generate a unique and
transparent cost—benefit model to calculate the
short-term health care cost savings gained from
performing medical screenings in a dental set-
ting. We found that medical screenings for
diabetes, hypercholesterolemia, and hyperten-
sion in a dental office can reduce health care
costs, particularly if patients who screen
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positive complete the dentist’s referral to

the physician and adhere to the physician-
prescribed medication regimen. The calculated
savings range from $102.6 million ($32.72 per
person screened) to $42.4 million ($13.51 per
person screened) before factoring in labor
costs. Once labor costs are factored in, there are
net savings when the general practice dentist
and dental assistant collaborate to screen the
patient and report the findings back to the
patient. Using our undiagnosed prevalence
rates, we found that a 62% completion referral
rate was the lower bound at which there are
short-term savings associated with medication
treatment. Given that the screening examina-
tions for diabetes, hypercholesterolemia, and
hypertension are easy to perform, we believe
that dental hygienists and assistants would be
able to conduct these exams and could easily
be trained to do so. The calculated savings
represent a small slice of the total potential
savings to the health care system, specifically
the short-term health care savings associated
with medication use among individuals with
the chronic diseases of interest.

Our estimated model savings are dependent
on a number of assumptions based on esti-
mated undiagnosed chronic disease preva-
lence,?® the referral completion rates based on
the literature,®*>*°~3 and our assumed false-
negative rates for the screening examina-
tions.*>3! From 1999 to 2010, the percentage
of those aged 45 years and older with multiple
chronic diseases, such as hypertension and
diabetes, increased.** On the basis of these
data, one can assume that the prevalence of
multiple undiagnosed conditions also increased
during that time, particularly the prevalence of
diabetes along with comorbid chronic diseases.
Accordingly, we would anticipate higher esti-
mated cost savings with our model. The esti-
mated savings in our model are highly de-
pendent on capturing people with diabetes or
multiple chronic conditions comorbid with di-
abetes. People with diabetes who complete
their referral, start medication therapy, and
adhere to their medication will achieve more
cost savings than people with single-condition
hypercholesterolemia or hypertension. The
health care cost savings from adhering to
diabetes medication over 1 year is greater than
the savings generated from remaining adherent
to medication for hypercholesterolemia or

hypertension. Currently, according to guide-
lines from the American Diabetes Association
(ADA), people with an A1C level of 6.5% or
higher have diabetes.*® If one estimates un-
diagnosed prevalence rates for the single and
multiple chronic conditions measured in our
model using the diagnostic criteria for diabetes
outlined by the ADA, there would be no cost
savings at the estimated referral completion
rates. In our model, we used the diagnostic
criteria for diabetes defined by the CDC,?*
which assumes that individuals with a glucose
level above 126 milligrams per deciliter have
diabetes. In fact, it has been shown that the
prevalence of undiagnosed diabetes in adults
aged 45 years and older is greater when the
glucose diagnostic criteria is used than when
the A1C diagnostic definition is used.*® Higher
referral completion rates and lower false-
negative rates for the screening exams lead to
higher health care savings.

Adding strength to these estimated savings
are data showing that medication therapy can
lead to better health care outcomes. Drug trials
of hypertension medication have shown that
a 10-millimeters of mercury drop in systolic
blood pressure is associated with a 32% re-
duction in stroke risk and a 14% reduction in
ischemic heart disease risk. A 1-millimole per
liter reduction in total cholesterol by statins has
been associated with a 219% relative risk re-
duction in ischemic heart disease and a 17%
reduction in the risk of stroke.*” Type 2
diabetes medication reduced hemoglobin A1C
levels by 1% to 2% on average.*® A reduction
of 1% in A1C levels in individuals with type 2
diabetes was associated with a 21% reduction
in the risk of death and a 149% risk reduction
for myocardial infarction.*®

In addition to economic advantages, there
are other benefits to identifying individuals
with chronic conditions or increased risk of
developing these conditions in the dental set-
ting. There is evidence of a bidirectional re-
lationship between diabetes and periodontal
disease.”®°! Oral fungal infections have also
been associated with diabetes.’? Hence, iden-
tifying patients with diabetes or prediabetes
could help oral health professionals to better
treat their patients. The American Heart Asso-
ciation recently documented the association
between periodontal disease and atherosclero-
sis,>3 which rationalizes the need for oral

American Journal of Public Health | April 2014, Vol 104, No. 4



health professionals to screen for hypercholes-
terolemia and hypertension; however, no
causative relationship to date has been estab-
lished between heart disease and periodontal
health. These associations between oral health
and overall health lend support to the argu-
ment that oral health professionals can perform
a valuable public health function by screening
for diabetes, hypercholesterolemia, and hyper-
tension.

Although we did not explicitly determine the
cost savings that could occur through preven-
tion and screening over a longer time span,
there are likely to be added cost and health
benefits that could accrue from oral health care
professionals engaging in medical screenings
for early identification of individuals at in-
creased risk of developing disease. The ADA
and the American Heart Association have
promoted lifestyle changes through diet and
exercise in people with diabetes, moderate to
high levels of cholesterol, or prehyperten-
sion.>*% QOral health professionals could play
a bigger role in helping patients achieve better
health and prevent the onset of chronic disease.

The dental community could serve as
a beneficial resource for helping individuals
unaware of their disease status to engage with
the primary health care system. To ensure that
chairside medical screening in a dental setting
is a cost-beneficial strategy that also improves
patients’ outcomes, attention to developing
formal referral mechanisms between the den-
tist and the physician and identifying optimum
approaches to ensuring referral completion is
warranted. The health care savings that we
captured in our model are realized within 1
year. Our model did not include potential
savings associated with disease prevention or
disease control, which are likely to be much
larger. These chronic diseases of interest de-
velop over a long period, such that cost savings
associated with preventing disease onset would
most likely be seen over a longer time span. We
also did not look at the role dentists can play in
monitoring disease control among patients who
have been diagnosed and may already be on
medication treatment. Some researchers claim
that greater coordination and synergy among
health care providers could enhance medica-
tion adherence,’® suggesting that additional
contact between patients and dentists may
encourage more desirable outcomes and in
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turn translate into additional health care cost
savings and better health. m
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