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@ A note on lecture ¢

Oral Health Services and Prevention in the United States: Present and Future
The United States is the only developed country in the world that does not have a national
health program, resulting in an expensive and fragmented health care delivery system. In
spite of spending more money than any other country in the world, the United States is
ranked 24th in life expectancy, at 70 years of age, and Japan is ranked number one in life
expectancy, at 74.5 years. In terms of health systems, the United States has been ranked
37th, and Japan 10th in the world, by the World Health Organization for quality, access
and cost.

Total dental expenditures in the United States were about $53 billion in 1998, or 4.6% of
all health expenditures, as compared to 8.7% in Japan. About 92% of U.S. dentists are in
private practice and there are 53.1 dentists per 100,000 people in the U.S. as compared to
66.3 in Japan. About 108 million Americans do not have dental insurance. Most dentists
are prevention oriented, and preventive services are taught in all 55 dental schools. The
scope of dental practice for dentists, dental hygienists and assistants is determined by
different laws in each of the fifty states. There are about 100,000 hygienists in the United
States trained in 230 schools. Dental hygienists have 2-4 years of education and training
after high school and work under the supervision of a dentist. Most of their work is
prevention oriented: charting, x-rays, prophylaxis, fluoride treatment, dental sealants,
sports mouth guards and oral health education.

The average net income of private practice dentists has increased 41% from 1990 to
1996, from $94,200 to $132,810. This is in the highest 8% of U.S. family incomes. The
productivity of a dental practice is determined by the number of chairs, dental hygienists
and dental assistants in the practice. Practices which effectively utilize hygienists and
assistants can spend more time on prevention and with each patient as well as be more
productive.

The role of the government in oral health in the U.S. is minimal. Government is
primarily involved in needs assessment, policy development, and assurance, in addition to
licensure and regulation. Most states have a dental director, as do some of the major
cities, like Boston, New York and Los Angeles. The federal government plays a
leadership role in developing national goals for prevention which are promoted to all
health professionals and the public. The goals for the year 2010 are called Healthy
People 2010. Oral health goals include improving access and promoting prevention such
as dental sealants, community fluoridation, and oral cancer detection. Over 145 million
Americans, or 62% of people on a public water supply, are receiving the health and
economic benefits of fluoridation and about 23% of 8-year-olds have sealants.

The first ever U.S. Surgeon General's Report on Oral Health was released last year,
documenting the importance of oral health. Although there has been a dramatic decrease
in the prevalence of tooth decay in the last 20-30 years due to fluoridation, fluorides,
improved technology and access, many Americans are still not able to obtain dental
services. Primary prevention is more beneficial to patients and the public than secondary
or tertiary prevention and it should be the foundation of better patient care. The dentists
of today and the future must be continuously involved in learning new procedures,
techniques and concepts to best serve their patients. J Health Care Dent 2001; 3: 51-62.
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