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ABSTRACT

The vegetarians form one-fifth of the global 

population. The vegetarians are a peculiar group of 

people; existing body of scientific evidence shows 

that they are a highly vulnerable group of people 

when it comes to oral diseases. The oral health of 

vegetarians is a critical aspect of dentistry; however, 

current evidence—based on PubMed database 

search—shows a dearth of literature on this thematic 

area. It appears this aspect is being neglected in the 

field of stomatological research. 

INTRODUCTION

It is a general saying that 'you are what you eat'.This 

is a very true statement; what you eat goes a very 

long way in determining who you are, where you 

come from, what you are passing through, what you 

are up to, and why you eat [1].There are many 

factors that determine the pattern and choicespeople 

makeinfeeding themselves and/or their families [1]. 

For example, some people's choices of food are 

based on religious ideologies. In some religious 

societies, what one eatsmay determine how others 

perceive him/her i.e.being referred to as a faithful or 

a non-faithful. Whilstit is forbidden to eat pork in 

Jewish and Muslim societies, it is not forbidden 

insome non-Muslim and non-Jewish societies[2,3]. 

Arguably,the initiation, maintenance and 

modification of eating habits are complex processes. 

Who are Vegetarians?

Based on the content of what is being eaten, people 

are classified as vegetarians and non-vegetarians. A 

vegetarian is a person who abstains from eating meat 

(flesh), seafood, and by-products of animal 

slaughter [4,5]. On the other hand, a non-vegetarian 

is a person who eats any or all of what vegetarians 

abstain from. A vegetarian diet is a very special diet 

and it includes variety of delicacies (Table 1) [4,5]. 
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The reasons why people choose to bevegetarians are 

complex, with religious, health-related, economic 

and sociocultural underpinnings [6]. For instance, 

some vegetarians are so based on food choice, food 

affordability, and/or environmental conservatism 

[6] while some vegetarians, due to their religious

inclinations, believe that humans are not superior to

other animals so humans should not be killing them

(animals) for food.

Table 1. Foods eaten and avoided by vegetarians

How many People are Vegetarians?

There is a colossal numerical size of vegetarians in 

the world – 375 million people [7]; and the number 

keeps increasing across various parts of the world. 

What are the Peculiarities of Vegetarians with 

Respect to Oral Health?

According to the World Health Organization 

(WHO), health can be defined as a state of complete 

physical, mental and social well-being and not 

merely the absence of disease or infirmity [8]. 

Oral health can be grouped under physical health. 

Being a vegetarian has its own oral health-related 

peculiarities; as shown in Table 2. 

Foods eaten

 

Foods avoided 

Fruits (e.g. apple, guava, 

mango, banana, orange, 

lemon, lime, pineapple, 

etc.)
 

Flesh (e.g. beef, pork, 

mutton, chicken, etc.)

Vegetables (e.g. spinach, 

salad, bitter leaf, water 

leaf, etc.)

Seafood (e.g. fish, 

crayfish, shrimp, 

periwinkle, crab, etc.)

Grains Insects (e.g. locust, bee, 

grasshopper, etc.)

Pulses Blood meal

Nuts and seeds
 

Offal (animal intestine, 

liver, kidney, spleen, 

lung, etc.)

Dairy products
 

Fat from animals (e.g. 

lard)

Honey Animal rennet or gelatine

Table 2. Oral health-related peculiarities of 

vegetarians

Research Outputs on Vegetarianism and Oral 

Health

Using PubMed, a leading world-class database of 

medical and health-related literature, we conducted 

a filtered search (on 18 Jul. 2021) of relevant English 

publications (from preceding years till end of 

December 2020) using multiple combinations of 

words relevant to the scope of this study using the 

PubMed Advanced Search Builder [11] (Table 

3).Further, we conducted a bibliographic review of 

the publications we obtained from our focused 

search (Table 3).

A total of 85 publications appeared from 

ourPubMed-based search on vegetarianism and oral 

heal th ,  using this  search combinat ion:  

(((vegetarian) OR (vegetarian diet)) OR 

(vegetarianism)) AND (oral health). From our 

bibliographic review of these 85 publications, only 

13 were found to be primarily written on the oral 

health aspects of vegetarians. Also, from there view, 

we observed that the first PubMed-indexed 

publication on vegetarianism and oral health was 

published in 1985. The year 2020 had the highest 

frequency of such publications (Figure 1).  Also, 

none of these publications was a clinical trial study 

while only 1 publication was a systematic review 

with meta-analysis (Table 4). 

Vegetarians are at a significantly 

higher risk of dental erosion as 

compared to non-vegetarians [9,10]

The numbers of root carious lesions, 

nonvisible carious lesions, and white 

spot lesions are significantly higher in 

vegetarians as compared to non-

vegetarians [9]
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Table 3. Outcome of PubMed search of relevant 

terms

Combination of relevant 

search terms  

Total number 

of hits

Oral health  195,621

((vegetarian) OR 

(vegetarian diet)) OR 

(vegetarianism)  

5,776

(((vegetarian) OR 

(vegetarian diet)) OR 

(vegetarianism)) AND 

(oral health)  

85

Table 4. Relevant publication types and 

frequency based on PubMed-provided data after 

data search

Publication Type  Frequency  
Book (edited book, monograph, 
etc.)  

0  

Book chapter  0  
Original article (cross -sectional 
study)  

10  

Original article (others)  0  
Original article (study type not 
defined; no abstract seen)  

1  

Review article (systematic review)  1  
Review article (systematic review 
with meta-analysis)  

1  

Review article (narrative review)  0  
Commentary  0  
Letter to editor

 
0

 
Others 

 
0

 
 

Figure 1. Total number of relevant PubMed-indexed publications per year (1985 

– 2020)



The Need for More Coordinated Research 

Exploring the Oral Health Aspects of Vegetarians

Since the mouth is one of the gateways to the human 

body; hence, oral health constitutes a very vital 

aspect of human health. There are numerous 

diseases affecting the human mouth. Some oral 

diseases are more pronounced in severity amongst 

some population groups, especially the vegetarians 

[9,10]. 

As at 2021, the estimated world population is 

7.9billion people [12]; of which roughly one-fifth 

are vegetarians [7]. The population of vegetarians 

form a significant proportion of the world's 

population; however, only a very little quantity of 

research outputs is available on the oral health 

aspects of this peculiar group. In fact, the few 

available scientific studies exploring the oral health 

aspects of vegetarians have clearly shown that they 

are highly avulnerable population group [Table 2].

However, other aspects of health of vegetarians – 

physical health, mental health, and spiritual health – 

had been relatively well-studied, unlike oral health. 

The above findings clearly reveal the need for more 

coordinated research exploring the oral health 

aspects of vegetarians. 

CONCLUSION

So far, there is a huge dearth of literature on the oral 

health aspects of vegetarians. With the growing 

population of vegetarians in the global community, 

more efforts need to be directed towards their oral 

healthcare, as they are a vulnerable population group 

from an oral health point of view. 
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