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Characteristics of Sucking and Chewing Function in
Extremely and Very Low Birth-weight Children
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Extremely and very low birth-weight infants (EVLBW) are given nutrition through tube feeding for sev-
eral months in the neonatal intensive care unit (NICU). Therefore, the development of oral function and/
or gnathofacial morphology are expected to be somewhat affected. The purpose of this series of studies in
our department was to investigate the development of sucking pattern, masticatory function, occlusal
force and primary canine distance in children with EVLBW, through a questionnaire survey and func-
tional analysis.

While there was no significant difference between the low birth-weight (LBW) and normal birth-
weight (NBW) groups, significant differences were found between the EVLBW and NBW groups in the
following areas: sucking problems after leaving the hospital, at the beginning of weaning and at eating or-
dinary foods, unbalanced diet, frequency of pacifiers, and verbal development. The occlusal contact area,
occlusal force and bilateral primary canine distance of those with EVLBW were significantly smaller than
those with NBW. However, the muscle activity of those with EVLBW was found to be significantly
higher than that of those with NBW. Regarding the growth and development over 1.5 years, the values of
both the occlusal contact area and the occlusal force for those with EVLBW significantly increased,
whereas the muscle activities of those with EVLBW decreased.

Inn conclusion, it is suggested that the rate of feeding problems accompanying the development of
oral function was higher with parents who have EVLBW children than with those who have NBW. It is
also suggested that the masticatory muscles of children with E VLBW are much more highly activated
when chewing, as compensation for their low occlusal force. The masticatory function of EVLBW children
might catch up in a stage earlier than that of their general growth.
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