
THUMBSUCKING

GENERAL PHILOSOPHY:

1. Permanent teeth begin to erupt at about age 6.  If a child still has a habit at age 5½, the 
parent should actively get involved in helping the child stop the habit.

2.   Unfortunately, one single effective strategy does not exist.

3.   A child must want to stop!  Parents will have to be resourceful in finding the appropriate      
                   motivation for the child.

4.   Avoid "hounding" the child, it could result in failure and resentment.  Offer encouragement and 
      praise rather than criticism whenever possible.

GENERAL INFORMATION:

1. Infants to age 1 - Sucking is healthy and normal in infancy.  When a baby cries, find out why.  
Resist using a bottle or pacifier to stop the crying.  Baby may need feeding, burping, rocking, 
reassurance by being held, or a period of time to cry to release the day's energy before falling 
off to sleep.  CAUTION:  If your infant uses a pacifier, don't tie the pacifier to a string (risk of 
strangulation), and don't dip it in something sweet (risk of cavities).

2.  Age 1-3 - Thumbsucking here is essentially harmless when balanced with its benefits of 
                  helping the child adjust to a rapidly expanding world.  However, gently setting limits on when 
                  and where sucking occurs would be beneficial.

3.  Age 3-5 - Almost ½ of this group will have a sucking habit, especially when tired. The child now 
                  derives little gratification, instead it is only the discomfort of abstaining that keeps him sucking.  
                  Boredom and television promotes sucking, so provide activity and stimulation.

4. Age 6 and older - The habit is rarely done in public, but usually at home and at bedtime.  
Now is the time to stop to prevent or minimize malformed jaws and crooked teeth!

BEHAVIOR MODIFICATION TECHNIQUES:

1. External rewards, like praise, hugs, longed-for toys, special privileges, and fun outings are 
powerful incentives.  Record keeping of successes is very important, because it provides 
visual evidence of progress.  A visible and written agreement of the goal and reward prevents 
misunderstanding.

2.   Physical reminders, like bandages, dental appliances, tongue depressor splints, mittens, and 
      socks can be used when the sucking occurs unconsciously or while sleeping.

3.   Ask your dentist to say something to the child about thumbsucking.  Sometimes a dentist's 
      opinion means more to the child than a parent's pleading.

Reference:   David Decides About Thumbsucking by Susan M. Heitler, PhD
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