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Introducing oral health screening within an inpatient intellectual 
disability service

Background

• People with intellectual disabilities 
experience many health inequalities. 
Previous research has demonstrated 
that people with intellectual 
disabilities have difficulties accessing 
oral health care, which leads to 
poorer levels of oral health.

• Good oral health is important for 
maintaining a healthy, functional 
dentition to help with chewing, 
swallowing, clear speech, nutrition, 
and normal digestion. 

• Research shows links between oral 
health and diabetes, heart disease, 
dementia, nutritional deficiencies and 
systemic infection.  

• Oral health affects quality of life, as it 
allows people to eat, speak and 
socialise without discomfort or 
embarrassment. As such, oral health 
is an important part of general 
health and wellbeing. 

Aims

1. Describe the oral health, clinical and 
treatment variables of adults with 
intellectual disabilities within inpatient 
intellectual disability psychiatry 
services in one UK NHS Trust.

2. Based on the above, make 
recommendations for future clinical 
practice. 

Methods
The audit was carried out over 9 
months in a medium secure  
intellectual disability & forensic 
service in Norfolk.

All the patients had an intellectual 
disability and other co-occurring 
mental and physical health diagnoses 
which were being treated by the 
multi-disciplinary team.

Between audit cycles, oral and dental 
hygiene ward-based education 
sessions were provided for patients, 
along with consultations on individual 
oral hygiene regimes. 

Results

Conclusions

Results indicate that patient oral 
hygiene fluctuated. There are many 
influencing factors including: 
medications, sensory differences, 
communicative and cognitive ability, 
access to oral and dental health tools, 
and the skills, knowledge, and 
confidence of individuals with 
intellectual disabilities and their care 
staff.

People with intellectual disability may 
also struggle to make dental 
appointments independently, have 
difficulties funding and getting to 
appointments, and be reliant on Carers.  

It is crucial that healthcare workers 
supporting those intellectual disability 
are equipped with the training required 
to facilitate good oral health. 

Results

Contact 

If you have any questions or 
comments regarding the study, 

please email Holly Wilson: 
hollyanna.wilson@nhs.net 

Recommendations

Targeted oral health interventions to 
reach this vulnerable group are 
necessary. Accessible oral hygiene 
education sessions and consultations are 
recommended for these individuals.

Staff training on oral and dental hygiene 
practices may improve knowledge, skills 
and confidence in supporting patients to 
implement robust oral health routines. 

 

Measures

The Mouthcare Matters Toolkit 
employed in this audit is a 
government resource, created for oral 
health quality improvement in hospital 
settings.

The purpose of the Mouthcare 
Matters toolkit is to provide a 
framework for healthcare 
professionals to encourage better 
standards of mouth care for inpatients 
during hospital admission.

The following guide was used to 
assess and record results:

ASSESSMENT GUIDE                

(Mouthcare Matters)

Lips:

Level 1) Pink and moist

Level 2) Dry and cracked

Level 3) Swollen and ulcerated

Tongue:

Level 1) Pink and moist

Level 2) Dry and fissured

Level 3) Abnormal – white coating/very 

ulcerated/abnormal mucosa

Teeth & gums:

Level 1) Clean

Level 2) Unclean / bleeding/inflamed 

gums

Level 3) Facial swelling and pain

Cheeks, palate & under tongue:

Level 1) Clean, saliva present, healthy 

colour
Level 2) Dry mouth / sticky secretions / 

food debris / ulcers >10 days
Level 3) Very dry / painful / ulcers >10 

days / abnormal mucosa
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18 patients received a baseline oral 
healthcare assessment conducted by 
the Speech and Language Therapist. 

Results were categorised according to 
the condition of the tongue, lips, teeth, 
cheeks, palate and under tongue.

The introduction of oral health 
screening and education sessions 
correlated with improvement in the 
condition of the tongue and lips, with 
varying results across other parameters. 
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