Task 1: Dentistry in the UK
[image: Major Difference Between General Dentistry & Cosmetic Dentistry]What is Dentistry?
Dentistry is a division of healthcare that focuses on maintaining the health of teeth, gums and jaw, and preventing, diagnosing and treating any oral diseases related. The service of dental care also helps overall health. For example, a study including 173,928 patients with type 2 diabetes concluded that dental hygiene care was an important determinant of heart failure development (NIH).
In the UK, dental services are split into two sectors; private and NHS. The NHS provides treatments and services which are considered a necessity to maintain or improve a patient’s oral health, such as check-ups, X-rays, extractions or restorative treatments (bupa 2025). Cosmetic enhancements are not provided, for example, teeth whitening. On the other hand, private dental care offers a much wider scope of services, including cosmetic services. 
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The Origins and History of the NHS
In a post World War II Britain, the Labour government crafted the National Health Service (NHS), an idea to help rebuild society to be better healthwise and more socially equal. This idea was heavily influenced by the Beveridge Report (1942), which pointed disease as one of five main social issues that the nation was facing. This report proposed a government-backed welfare system which would provide healthcare for every person in the UK. Ultimately, many say it was William Beveridge that created the foundation for a free and universal healthcare system which did not prejudice from wealth, rather, inclusive of everyone.
Shortly after the NHS was launched, on July 5th, 1948, under the National Health Service Act 1946. The act unified hospitals, doctors and other health professionals to become one national organisation. Prior to this, Britain faced an inconsistent healthcare system, with some relying on charities and insurance, others unable to pay at all. The NHS sought to abolish these inequalities.
Aneurin Bevan, the Health Minister who had introduced the NHS, had a vision for the NHS which comprised of three goals; meeting everyone’s needs, free, and based on need rather than being able to provide money. All these principles continue to define the NHS today. The NHS had completely converted a deprived and unequal nation into one that provided access to doctors, treatment and care for all. Many argue that the NHS is undoubtedly one of the key pull factors for the UK, as it shines as a beacon of fairness and responsibility as a cohort.
NHS in Modern Day & Functionality
Today, the NHS stands as one of the biggest public funded healthcare systems on the planet. Funding mainly comes from the public’s wages, as a tax and another cost known as national insurance. Some services do cost however, such as dental care and eye care. Whilst it manages to maintain and uphold its initial ethos, the NHS faces growing pressure from various areas. For example, one challenge with increasing demand from an increasing group of senior adults in the UK, and a significant rise of longer-term health conditions, like diabetes. As a result of this, longer waiting lists have become prominent. Another issue is staff shortages and the inability to supply for the immense demand. The system’s complexity has made it a series of hurdles for people to qualify as health professionals, making it harder to see every patient for every ailment. Frequent attempts at reorganising, such as the Health and Social Care Act (2012) have made the NHS much more difficult to manage.
Another issue is the rising problem of financial strain within the NHS. Health spending has grown immensely since its conception; however, demand has been seen to overtake budgets. In 2023, the NHS spent roughly £160 billion in England alone, but many health professionals argue that this is still not enough to cover the vast demand to oversee the entire population. Many question the government’s ability to continue funding with its current system, as demand for a higher budget increases per annum. It also raises the question as to whether one of its original principles, to maintain equality throughout the nation, is being maintained or not.
The NHS is still deeply valued across the UK and plays a huge part in people’s lives. Its aim to give everyone access to care, no matter their situation, is something applaudable. To keep this going, the service needs to adapt though, keeping up with new medical progress and the growing pressure of demand, while holding on to the values it started with.
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Challenge 2: Funding issues and workforce shortages
Another major challenge that the dental services in the UK face are workforce capacity and the funding system. 20% of NHS dentist posts remained unfilled according to data (2024), equating to almost 500,000 days of NHS dental work lost. In addition to this, 87% of all job vacancies advertised for dentists were supplied by the NHS, indicating a hole where supply does not meet demand. The lack of workforce has meant that around 4.5 million patients are left untreated per year according to the Association of Dental Groups. The reason for this issue is partially faulted by the UDA system, which is criticised for failing to recognise the complexity of certain procedures, and many professionals accuse the NHS of incentivising NHS practices to perform simpler work to keep costs low. Many dentists decide to steer away from NHS contracts or decide to reduce activity and instead focus on private dental care, to receive higher pay, less time pressure and a lower workload.
Challenge 1: Access and availability of NHS dental services
A major issue within the NHS dental services is the inability for many people to access the services. Recent data (2024) shows that around 24% of adults in the UK attempted but failed to receive a dental appointment within the NHS in from 2022-2024. Furthermore, another report found 96.9% of new patients who had no prior NHS dentist were unable to find a practice that was taking new NHS patients. In more rural or deprived areas, this issue is heightened, due to unavailability to meet high demands. NHS-contract dental practices vary in supply across the UK, and many rural areas suffer as they have no practices nearby accepting new NHS patients. 
Consequences as a result continue to grow, leading to inequalities within the dental sector, as many patients miss out on checkups which could help prevent diseases, ultimately leading to worsening outcomes.
Due to these access problems, treatment is delayed for those who are unable to find any new practices under the NHS, or if able to, many turn to private services. The British Dental Association estimated that over 11 million adults in England had dentals needs that were unmet in 2022.

How Dentistry operates today in the UK:
The NHS provides dental care with the goal of ensuring that every person in the UK has healthy gums, teeth and mouths. The NHS delivers roughly £2.3 billion pounds per year (2021/22). 11,000 independent dental providers are contracted by the NHS to provide these services, and some dental care is also provided in hospitals to provide complex treatments such as surgeries.
NHS primary care for dentistry is paid based on a term called Units of Dental Activity (UDAs). Contracts determine the number of UDAs each dental practice and provider receives per year. In total, there are six different bands for treatment:
Band 1: (1 UDA): Examinations, diagnosis and advice
Band 2a (3 UDAs): This includes everything in Band 1, and additionally treatments such as fillings, root canals and extractions.
Band 2b (5 UDAs): Everything in Band 2 in which there are three or more fillings/extractions or non-molar root canal treatment.
Band 2c (7 UDAs): Everything in band 2 and molar endodontic care
Band 3 (12 UDAs): Everything in band 2, additionally any complex treatments such as dentures, bridges or crowns.
These bands are also used to determine patient charges:
Band 1: £27.40, Band 2: £75.30, Band 3: £326.70, Urgent: £27.40. (NHS 2025)
Private practices cost higher, however provide cosmetic treatments, shorter waiting times, more availability and extended hours. 
History of dentistry in the UK
1700-1800
The first modern toothbrush is made
1800-1900
The London Institution for Diseases of the Teeth is established, dentistry is now recognised as a profession, the British Dental Association is founded, and the first female dentist qualifies
1900-2000
The Dentist Act is established, only permitting registered dentists to be able to practice. The NHS is introduced (1948). Fluoride toothpaste is marketed in Britain. 
2000-2010
The new NHS dental contract is introduced. Many dentists begin to work in the private sector and vocational training became compulsory for all graduates.
Present
Dentistry begins to become marketable; veneers, whiteners and other cosmetic improvements become desirable
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