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Purpose: This retrospective study evaluates the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the number of pediatric patients reporting as dental emergencies 
with behavioral issues at the University of Rochester Eastman Institute for Oral 
Health. By comparing pre-pandemic (2017–2019) and post-pandemic (2021–
2023) data, the study aimed to determine whether the pandemic contributed to 
increased reported behavioral issues and changes in treatment modalities.

Methods: Patient records between the ages 0–17 from emergency walk-in visits 
during the specified periods were extracted from the AxiUm database. Data 
included behavioral issues, treatment modalities, and patient demographics. 
Descriptive statistics and logistic regression analyses were applied to assess 
associations between the study period and behavioral issue prevalence, 
adjusting for potential confounders.

Results:  While there was no significant change in patient demographics, the 

study found a significant increase in pediatric emergency dental visits and a rise 

in cases with behavioral concerns post-pandemic. The average age of patients 

with behavioral issues increased from 9.99 to 11.44 years. Additionally, 

symptoms of anxiety and depression were more common. Clinical management 
shifted, with more use of nitrous oxide, more extractions, and fewer 

restorations or stainless steel crowns. There was also an increase in referrals to 

general dentistry, oral and maxillofacial surgery, and pediatric operating room 

services, indicating more complex cases.

Conclusions: The study highlights a rise in pediatric emergency dental visits and 
behavioral issues in the post-COVID period. Treatment strategies shifted, with 
increased use of nitrous oxide, fewer restorative procedures, and more 
extractions. There was also an increase in referrals to specialized services. These 
trends emphasize the need for improved behavioral and mental health support, 
better behavior management techniques, and adaptable treatment planning in 
a post-COVID world.

In January 2020, the SARS-CoV-2 virus was identified in Wuhan, leading to a 
global COVID-19 pandemic by March. By September, there were 27 million 
cases and nearly 890,000 deaths worldwide (1). In response, governments 
implemented lockdowns, including school and daycare closures, which left 
children isolated from peers. Isolation contributes to increased consumption of 
high-carb and sugary foods, raising the risk of dental caries (2). Additionally, 
access to dental and medical care decreased, with 56% of parents avoiding 
appointments, 86% of dental trauma cases going untreated, and 24.4% of 
children having suspended treatments (3).

The lockdown worsened behavioral issues, with 34% of parents of children 
with ADHD reporting increased symptoms such as agitation and aggression (5). 
Many children turned to gaming as a coping mechanism, which added stress 
(5). Reduced social contact and uncertainty increased the risks for anxiety and 
depression in adolescents (4). Overall, the pandemic triggered a surge in 
mental health issues, including eating disorders and substance abuse (5).

•The EIOH Pediatric Dental Clinic has since seen a rise in emergencies, with 
children who have pre-existing behavioral challenges now experiencing 
heightened stress during dental visits. This study aims to determine if the 
pandemic led to an increase in self-reported behavioral issues and changes in 
recommended dental treatment.
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Results

•Rise in Pediatric Emergency Visits: There was an increase in pediatric emergency 
dental visits post-COVID.
•Increased Behavioral Issues: More children presented with behavioral concerns 
during these visits.
•Shift in Treatment Strategies:

•More use of nitrous oxide.
•Fewer restorative procedures (e.g., restorations, crowns).
•More extractions performed.

•Increased Referrals: More referrals were made to specialized services, including 
general dentistry, oral surgery, and pediatric operating rooms.

Conclusion
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