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Reducing General Anesthesia Wait Times for Pediatric Dental Patients in Need 

of Restorative Care 

Summary 

Children with caries, severe early childhood caries, dental anxiety, and special health care needs 

may need general anesthesia (GA) for dental care and often experience long wait times for this 

type of care. Excessive wait times for dental care with general anesthesia can exacerbate existing 

oral health conditions and the potential risk for spread of infection that can increase emergency 

department visits. Untreated dental caries can reduce the overall well-being of the child and lead 

to missed school days. This policy brief recommends targeted interventions, such as the addition 

of hospital-based dental programs, improved provider reimbursement, and early screening 

policies, to reduce GA wait times and improve timely access to critical dental care. 

Description of the Problem 

Pediatric dental patients requiring GA for restorative procedures face significant delays, often 

waiting months for treatment. These delays are particularly problematic for children with: 

● Severe dental caries, leading to pain, infection, and nutritional deficiencies. 

● Dental anxiety, preventing them from tolerating procedures under local anesthesia in the 

dental chair. 

● Special health care needs, such as autism or developmental disabilities, requiring GA 

for safe and effective treatment. 

Long waiting times can result in increased emergency visits, missed school days, worsening oral 

and systemic health status, and higher healthcare costs associated with treatment, in addition to 

creating a financial burden for families with potential missed workdays. Furthermore, Medicaid-

covered, low-income and underserved populations are disproportionately affected by access to 

timely dental care. 

Proposed Policy Solution and Recommendations 

To address these challenges, the following policy interventions are proposed: 

1. Expand Hospital-Based Dental Programs – Increase funding from government-funded 

healthcare programs such as Medicaid or private insurance policies for hospital-based 

dental teams and outpatient surgical centers to accommodate more GA cases. 



2. Enhance Provider Reimbursements – Restructure Medicaid and insurance 

reimbursement to incentivize more providers to offer GA services. 

3. Activate Early Screening & Referral Programs – Accelerate early dental screening 

programs within primary care settings to identify high-risk children and prevent 

development of severe disease that may potentially require dental treatment under GA. 

4. Establish Alternative Sedation Options – Provide more access to moderate sedation 

techniques as a bridge to better treatment for children with long GA wait times by 

making moderate sedation more cost-effective. 

Anticipated Opposition: Some may argue that increasing GA availability could lead to overuse. 

However, the proposed solutions emphasize preventive care and alternative sedation methods, 

ensuring GA is reserved for cases where it is truly necessary. 

Conclusion 

Reducing GA wait times for pediatric dental patients is essential to improving oral health 

outcomes, minimizing healthcare costs, and promoting equitable access to care. By 

implementing targeted policy changes, we can ensure that children receive timely, effective, and 

compassionate dental treatment. 

 

 

 


