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Abstract

The aims of this thesis were to study the difference in sweet taste perception, dental caries and
BMI between three different geographical areas (Italy, Mexico and Saudi Arabia) and to
elucidate the relationship of sweet taste perception with caries and BMI. Dietary habits were
also assessed in relation to sweet taste perception in Saudi Arabia. In addition, the differences in
sweet taste perception and plaque acidogenicity between pregnant and non-pregnant Saudi
Arabian women were assessed. Materials and methods: For papers I, II and III, 669
schoolchildren, 13-15 years-old (220 Italian, 224 Mexican and 225 Saudi Arabian) were
included, while in Paper IV the study subjects were a total of 121 Saudi Arabian women (41
non-pregnant, 40 early pregnant and 40 late pregnant). Sweet taste perception was determined
by evaluating the sweet taste threshold (TT) and sweet taste preference (TP). For caries
registration, DMFS, DMFT and ICDAS indices were used. The BMI-for-age scale was used for
anthropometric assessments of the schoolchildren in paper II. In paper III, Saudi schoolchildren
were assessed on their dietary habits via an estimated three-day dietary record and
questionnaire. Plaque acidogenicity was determined for Saudi Arabian women in paper IV using
the strip method. Comparisons between sweet taste perception and the different variables were
conducted using different parametric and non-parametric tests. Results: Differences were found
when comparing the three countries in terms of sweet taste perception (TT and TP). When
assessing differences between the countries regarding the dental caries variables, a significant
difference was found for DMFS and initial caries, with the highest mean value found among the
Saudi Arabian schoolchildren. Sweet taste perception (TT and TP) was found to be related to
DMFS and manifest caries in the three countries (Italy, Mexico and Saudi Arabia). A
statistically significant difference was found between the three countries in terms of BMI value.
No correlation was found for sweet taste perception (TT and TP) and BMI. In Saudi Arabia,
sweet taste perception was found to be related to different dietary habits. Sweet taste perception
differed significantly between non-pregnant, early pregnant and late pregnant women. In
addition, significant differences were reported for plaque acidogenicity, with a lower pH value
in the pregnant group. In conclusion, the existing differences observed in schoolchildren
between the countries in terms of sweet taste perception, dental caries and BMI are believed to
be due to cultural and environmental factors. The sweet taste perception level was found to have
an effect on dental health while no such relationship was found with BMI. In addition, findings
also suggest a higher risk of developing dental caries among pregnant women. Thus, they
should be addressed as high risk group.
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