
Legalized Marijuana and the Opioid Crisis: Implications for Dental Hygiene Practice 
 

Some info adapted from US Overdose Crisis by Wilson Compton, M.D., & Dimension of DH CE: The Opioid Crisis by Lisa Bilich, RDH 

 
Cannabis Effects in the Brain 

 Amygdala - ↑ anxiety/panic attacks, reduced traumatic 

memories, ↓ hostility 

 Brain stem - anti-nausea, ↓ BP; drowsiness, ↓ pain and 

tremor 

 Cerebellum - ↓ coordination 

 Cerebral cortex - altered consciousness, memory 

impairment, distorted perceptions, hallucination 

 Hippocampus - impaired memory function 

 Hypothalamus - ↑ appetite 

 

 
Oregon Marijuana Law 

 OLCC regulated 

 Federally = Schedule 1  

 Banking issues unresolved = cash industry 

 Cities and Counties may opt out of licensing 

 As of 9/18/17: 74 cities & 16 counties opted out 

 

 

 

 
 

Oregon Cannabis Dispensaries & Manufacturing Locations 

 
 

Marijuana Dental Implications 

 JAMA study followed 1027 routine recreational 

cannabis users over 20 years 

 Cannabis use = poor periodontal health, even after 

controlling for tobacco pack-years, childhood health 



and SES, brushing and flossing, and alcohol 

dependence. 

 Periodontal measurements for combined attachment 

loss obtained using half-mouth design at age 26 and 

full-mouth at age 38. 

 
 A limited number of studies reported cannabis 

associated gingival enlargement similar to phenytoin-

induced gingival enlargement. 

 

 Journal of Periodontology study concluded that 

cannabis use is associated with deeper probing depths, 

more attachment loss, and higher odds of having severe 

periodontitis. 

Let’s Talk About Opioids... 

Sobering Opioid Facts 

 Opioid overdoses = leading cause of death under 50 

 Teenage overdoses increased 20% in 2015, most related 

to opioids 

 Following a 10-day supply of opioids, 1 in 5 (20%) may 

become long term users 

 90 Americans die every day from an opioid overdose 

 80% of the global opioid supply is consumed in the U.S. 

 ~80% of heroin users reported misusing Rx opioids first 

 

 

 

 
 

What Can Dental Hygienists Do? 
 You are well situated to broach the subject 

 You review medication use & can screen for abuse 

 You can build trust and rapport over time 

 You see them regularly enough to notice changes 

 You may be the ONLY medical contact they have 

 You have a “captive audience”  

 Identify and Help Your Patients 

 Screen for opioid misuse 

 Offer resources for treatment 

 Provide effective oral health care to this population 

 Conduct thorough medical/social history 

 Ask if it is ok to talk about opiate misuse 

 Advise the patient if he or she may be at risk 

 Assess the patient's readiness to quit 

 Assist and Arrange are covered by referring the patient 
to their PCP for help in accessing drug treatment. 
 
 



 
 

Benefits of a Public Health Emergency 

 FEMA money available to states 

 Public health workers redeployed 

 Increased access to med-assisted treatments 

 Medicaid = more treatment 

 Congress = appropriate money 

 States = request aid 

 
Opioid Crisis Big Picture Priorities 

 Require and expand prescriber education 

 Develop and implement prescriber guidelines 

 Expand availability and distribution of treatments for 

overdoses (i.e. naloxone) 

 Expand access to treatment and recovery services 

 Strengthen public health surveillance 

 Support cutting edge research 

 
Treatment Options 

 Medication-assisted treatment: best when combined 

with behavioral therapies. 

 Methadone: dispensed at specialized clinics, has many 

oral health complications. 

 Buprenorphine: dispensed at pharmacies, prescribed by 

specially trained physicians 

 Naltrexone: prescribed by any physician, may require a 

monthly injection at office 

 

What Can Dental Hygienists Do? - Treatment 

 
 

Treating Opioid Overdoses 
Oregon Pharmacists Can Now Prescribe Naloxone which 

blocks the effects of an overdose from opioids. 

1 – Pt wants naloxone, contacts pharmacy for availability 

2 – They read a 7-pg training document 

3 – Reads and signs the final page 

4 – RPh may dispense without MD Rx 

 

What Can Dental Hygienists Do? – Oral Health 
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