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Tooth decay is the most common chronic early childhood disease in the United States, affecting 

nearly half of children by age five.1  It is completely preventable, and critically important factors 

in preventing cavities in young children are diet and nutrition. On behalf of the 10,000 members 

of the American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry (AAPD) and our nation’s children, we offer the 

following nutritional and dietary recommendations to promote the oral and overall health of 

children. 

 

Breastfeed your baby up to age one. 

Breastfeeding infants prior to 12 months of age helps to ensure the best possible health, 

developmental and psychosocial outcomes for infants. However, children breastfed more 

than 12 months have an increased risk of tooth decay.2  

 

If you put your baby to bed with a bottle, use only water. 

Frequent night-time bottle-feeding with milk, juice and other sugar-containing liquids 

are associated with early childhood tooth decay.3 When a child is given a bottle with 

sugar-containing drinks, the teeth are under attack by bacterial acid for extended 

periods, which can cause cavities. 

 

Limit sugar-containing beverages. 

Sugar is a contributing factor for tooth decay, especially when consumed with high 

frequency, such as between-meal snacks and the habitual use of sippy cups.4 We support 

the recommendations of the American Academy of Pediatrics that fruit juice should not 

be introduced to infants before one year of age, and it should be limited to four ounces a 
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day for children ages 1–3 years.5 In addition, the AAPD urges parents to reduce the 

amount of sugar-containing beverages to lower the calories that children consume each 

day, including soda drinks, fruit drinks, sports drinks, energy drinks, and sweetened 

milk or milk alternatives.  

 

Reduce sugar consumption. 

Along with a number of national and international organizations, the AAPD 

recommends that the sugar intake of children should be less than ten percent of total 

energy intake and, to reduce children’s risk of weight gain and tooth decay, sugar intake 

should be less than five percent of total energy intake.6 

 

Get the right amount of fluoride. 

The right amount of fluoride is important to all children, including infants once the teeth 

start coming in. (Fluoride has been shown to reduce tooth decay by as much as 50 to 70 

percent.7) The AAPD strongly supports community water fluoridation as a safe and 

effective way to prevent tooth decay and protect a child’s smile throughout life. Parents 

should brush their young child’s teeth twice a day with a rice-sized amount of fluoridated 

toothpaste.8  

 

Take your baby for a dental visit by the first birthday. 

The age-one visit provides parents with information for a healthy smile, including the 

role of diet and nutrition in the causes and prevention of oral diseases. Dental 

professionals are becoming more engaged in identifying children who consume frequent 

or large quantities of sugar-containing foods and beverages and/or who are at risk for 

obesity, as well as providing appropriate referrals to pediatricians or nutritional 

specialists.9  

 

In summary, the pain from tooth decay hinders many children from eating, speaking, playing, 

learning, and even getting a good night’s sleep. Every child’s smile deserves protection and care, 

and strong nutritional and dietary recommendations will promote better oral health in young 

children and help establish positive health behaviors for a lifetime. 
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About the American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry 
  

The American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry (AAPD) is the recognized authority on children’s 

oral health. As advocates for children’s oral health, the AAPD promotes evidence-based policies, 

best practices, and clinical guidelines; educates and informs policymakers, parents and 

guardians, and other health care professionals; fosters research; and provides continuing 

professional education for pediatric dentists and general dentists who treat children. Founded in 

1947, the AAPD is a not-for-profit professional membership association representing the 

specialty of pediatric dentistry. Its 10,000 members provide primary care and comprehensive 

dental specialty treatments for infants, children, adolescents and individuals with special health 

care needs. For further information, please visit the AAPD website at http://www.aapd.org or 

the AAPD’s consumer website at http://www.mychildrensteeth.org. 
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