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METHODOLOGY

Purpose: Medicaid’s EPSDT benefit guarantees dental coverage for 

children, yet caries prevalence and unmet needs remain 

disproportionately high among low-income populations. Recent state 

revisions to benefit scope, reimbursement levels, and administrative 

requirements may influence provider participation and pediatric utilization 

of preventive and operative dental services.

Methods: This review synthesized peer-reviewed literature, national 

policy analyses, and state plan documents. The evaluation focused on 

benefit scope, including minimally invasive services such as silver 

diamine fluoride (SDF) and anesthesia, reimbursement adequacy, 

provider participation, and trends in preventive visits and emergency 

department (ED) utilization. Four states (NY, PA, CA, TX) were selected 

as case examples to illustrate contemporary policy approaches and 

implementation details.

Results: States that reimburse minimally invasive pediatric services, 

clarify clinical criteria, and maintain consistent payment 

policies generally demonstrate increased preventive dental utilization. ED 

use varies depending on program design and availability of 

community-based alternatives. Provider participation is sensitive to 

reimbursement rates and administrative complexity. SDF policies 

increasingly specify frequency limits, lifetime caps, and documentation 

requirements, supporting broader adoption of conservative care.

Conclusions: Aligning reimbursement with chair time and procedural 

complexity, standardizing core pediatric dental benefits, including SDF 

and medically necessary anesthesia, and promoting incentives tied to 

minimally invasive, quality-linked metrics may improve access 

and utilization. Targeted policies addressing children with special health 

care needs and rural populations can reduce disparities. Long-term 

sustainability is achievable when benefit design reduces avoidable ED 

visits and lowers reliance on high-intensity operative care.

Dental caries remain the most prevalent chronic disease of childhood in 

the United States, disproportionately burdening children from low-income 

and minoritized communities. Although Medicaid’s Early and Periodic 

Screening, Diagnostic, and Treatment (EPSDT) benefit guarantees 

comprehensive pediatric dental coverage, substantial gaps in access and 

utilization persist. Preventive visit rates remain uneven across states, and 

unmet oral health needs continue to drive avoidable emergency 

department (ED) use.

In recent years, states have implemented notable Medicaid dental policy 

changes including expanded coverage of minimally invasive treatments 

such as silver diamine fluoride (SDF), revisions to anesthesia and 

sedation criteria, adjustments to reimbursement, and efforts to streamline 

administrative requirements. These changes aim to improve provider 

participation and promote preventive, conservative care, yet their 

real-world implications for pediatric access remain incompletely 

understood.

This project examines how recent Medicaid pediatric dental policy 

changes affect access to care, provider participation, and utilization 

patterns. Focusing on benefit scope, reimbursement adequacy, and 

implementation details, we synthesize national evidence and highlight 

policy variation across four illustrative states—New York, Pennsylvania, 

California, and Texas—to identify emerging best practices and remaining 

barriers to equitable pediatric oral health care.

Study Design

We conducted a policy-focused evidence synthesis examining how recent 

Medicaid pediatric dental policy changes affect access to care, provider 

participation, and utilization. The analysis integrates policy review, 

secondary literature synthesis, and cross-state case comparison.

Data Sources

• Peer-reviewed literature on Medicaid dental reimbursement, provider 

participation, preventive utilization, and emergency department (ED) 

use

• National policy and data sources, including: 

o American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry (AAPD) 

Research & Policy Center mappings (2021–2023)

o American Dental Association Health Policy Institute 

(ADA HPI) state-level Medicaid data (2024–2025)

o CMS Child and Adult Core Set oral health measure 

documentation

• State and managed care plan documents, including Medicaid Updates, 

provider manuals, plan bulletins, and clinical policy criteria

Policy Domains Analyzed

We systematically reviewed policies across four domains:

• Benefit Scope – coverage of preventive and minimally invasive 

services (e.g., silver diamine fluoride [SDF]), behavior guidance, and 

medically necessary anesthesia/sedation

• Reimbursement – recognition of CDT/CPT codes, payment levels, and 

stability over time

• Administrative Requirements – prior authorization, documentation 

criteria, and plan variation

• Access & Utilization Indicators – preventive visit trends, provider 

participation, and ED use

State Case Studies

Four states—New York (NY), Pennsylvania (PA), California (CA), and 

Texas (TX)—were selected to illustrate contemporary variation in:

• Pediatric SDF policies (frequency limits, lifetime caps, visit limits)

• Anesthesia/sedation criteria and authorization processes

• Implementation across fee-for-service and managed care delivery 

systems

Analytic Approach

• Policies were abstracted into a standardized comparison matrix 

• State-specific SDF limits were summarized 

• Findings were interpreted alongside national trends in reimbursement 

and dentist participation

Outcomes of Interest

• Alignment of benefit design with preventive, minimally invasive care

• Signals of access improvement (preventive utilization, provider 

participation)

• Implications for equity, administrative burden, and program 

sustainability

Policy and Recent Changes

Core pediatric dental benefits include preventive services, caries-arresting 

medicaments (notably SDF), behavior guidance, and medically necessary 

anesthesia/sedation

State Updates and Policies Regarding SDF:

• New York: All ages; 2x/tooth/year, 4x lifetime, 5 teeth/DOS, 

documentation required; effective January 1, 2025

• California: Ages 0-20, 2x/year baseline (4x/year if high risk), 5 teeth per 

arch/DOS, $5/tooth; no prior authorization

• Pennsylvania: Ages 0-6 and specified populations; two visits/year, 10 

teeth/visit, 4x lifetime per tooth, $12/tooth

• Texas: Ages 6 months-6 years (value-added), 2x lifetime per tooth, 

$14.12/tooth, per visit count not specified in cited plan letter

State Policies Regarding Anesthesia and Provider Challenges

• New York: prior authorization per eMedNY manual; facility fees and 

medical benefits apply when anesthesia is physician administered 

in hospital/ASC or eligible dental office.

Overall: can be complex due to needed compliance with office-based surgery 

safety rules

• California: requires managed care plans (private insurance company to 

manage Medicaid) to cover IV moderate sedation (D9293/D9243) and 

deep sedation/GA (D9222/D9223) associated with dental services, with 

standardized prior authorization criteria across standards

Overall: strict criteria/checklist for approval

• Pennsylvania: clinical policy defines indications for IV moderate/deep 

sedation or GA; prior authorization and documentation required depending 

on plan; provider setting must meet licensing and monitoring standards

Overall: Need clear clinical justification and greater documentation to justify

• Texas: required narratives, radiographs, and behavior assessments; codes 

D9222/D9223 typically require prior authorization and linkage to approve 

dental treatment plans

Overall: Provider attestation required which increases perceived liability

The stricter the medical necessity rules and the higher 

the documentation/administrative burden, the more likely the provider is to 

limit sedation cases, refer out complex patients or reduce Medicaid 

participation.

Access, Utilization, and Outcomes

• Expanding reimbursement for pediatric preventive services is associated 

with higher preventive visit rates. This is the case especially when 

programs coordinate with well-child visits (Tiwari, 2021).

• Reimbursement rates influence dentist participation and 

children's utilization. Analyses demonstrate a positive relationship 

between higher fees and utilization/participation, although effects can 

be context dependent (Buchmueller, 2013).

• Evidence on ED outcomes is mixed. Baker et al evaluated Florida’s 

adoption of managed dental care and pediatric ED visits and found that 

managed dental care coincided with increased pediatric ED visits 

for nontraumatic dental injuries. Whereas Giannouchos et al found that 

Medicaid expansion with dental benefits was linked to reduced adult 

dental ED use.

States that reimburse minimally invasive pediatric services, clarify 

clinical criteria, and maintain consistent payment policies generally

demonstrate increased preventive dental utilization. SDF policies increasingly 

specify frequency limits, lifetime caps, and documentation 

requirements. Aligning reimbursement with chair time 

and procedural complexity, standardizing core pediatric dental 

benefits, including SDF and medically necessary anesthesia, and promoting 

incentives tied to minimally invasive care may improve Medicaid pediatric 

dental access and utilization of benefits.

Long-term sustainability is achievable when benefit design allows improved 

access to dental care, and this in turn may reduce avoidable emergency 

department visits and lower reliance on more complex operative treatment.

Recommendations:

Standardize core pediatric dental benefits across states including coverage for 

caries risk assessment, SDF, interim therapeutic restorations, behavior 

guidance, medically necessary anesthesia/sedation, and 

SHCN accommodations following AAPD policies.

Adjust reimbursement to time and complexity to reflex chair time requirements 

and to encourage preventive and minimally invasive care.

Reduce administrative burden by streamlining prior authorization and 

documentation standards across managed plans, as well as simplifying fee 

schedule navigation.

Special thank you to Dr Burch for all the guidance, insightful feedback, and 

support. I also thank Dr Murphy, Dr Root, Dr Vinson, and Dr Clark for 

their assistance.
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DISCUSSION

Recent Medicaid pediatric dental policy changes show promise for improving 
access to preventive and minimally invasive care, particularly when states 
explicitly recognize and reimburse services such as silver diamine fluoride (SDF) 
and medically necessary anesthesia. Across illustrative states, clearer benefit 
definitions, standardized clinical criteria, and stable payment policies are 
associated with higher preventive utilization and improved alignment with 
conservative care models.

However, gains in coverage do not uniformly translate into access. Provider 

participation remains sensitive to reimbursement adequacy and 

administrative burden, with persistent variation across states and delivery 

systems. While some policies are designed to reduce operative intensity and 

avert costly emergency department (ED) visits, ED utilization patterns remain 

mixed, suggesting that benefit expansion alone is insufficient without 
accompanying workforce and implementation supports.

Importantly, policy design choices such as frequency limits, documentation 

requirements, and prior authorization thresholds shape clinical adoption. 

States that balance program integrity with administrative simplicity may be 

better positioned to support equitable access, particularly for children with 
special health care needs and those in rural areas.

Overall, the findings underscore that pediatric dental access under 

Medicaid depends not only on statutory coverage, but on how benefits 

are operationalized. Continued alignment of reimbursement, quality 

incentives, and minimally invasive care strategies is critical to advancing 
equity and sustainability in pediatric oral health.
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