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NHS DENTISTRY IN ENGLAND
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Insight: The NHS was founded on the principle of equal access. Dentistry remains a key pillar of that vision especially for vulnerable populations.
[image: Discover University of Wales Trinity Saint David]
HOW NHS DENTISTRY WORKS TODAY?
TWO KEY CHALLENGES FACING NHS DENTIISTRY

A BRIEF HISTORY
WHAT IS NHS DENTISTRY?
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· Funding comes from both the NHS budget (approximately £2.3 billion annually) and patient contributions through the banded pricing system. However, the current contract model has been criticised for being outdated and unsustainable.





NHS dental services are commissioned by NHS England, which contracts local dental practices to deliver care. Unlike GP services, there is no registration system patients can attend any NHS dentist that accepts them. Many practices operate a mixed model, offering both NHS and private treatments.
Patients can access NHS dental care by:
· Searching for local NHS dentists via the NHS website
· Calling 111 for urgent dental problems
· Visiting walk-in centres or A&E in extreme cases.





NHS dentistry was established in 1948 as part of the founding                            of the National Health Service. At the time, oral health in the                            UK was poor, with widespread tooth decay and gum disease.                             In its first year, NHS dentists treated over 8 million patients and                   fitted more than 33 million artificial teeth. The service was free                        at the point of use, reflecting the NHS’s founding principle of universal access.
In 1951, dental charges were introduced to help manage demand and fund the growing service. Over time, the system evolved, and in 2006, the government introduced the Units of Dental Activity (UDA) contract. This system pays dentists based on the number and type of treatments they provide, rather than patient outcomes.
In 2024, the UK government announced reforms to address the growing crisis in NHS dentistry, including funding for 700,000 urgent appointments and incentives for new graduates to work in NHS practices.

                                   
                             1. Access Inequality
One of the most pressing issues is the lack of access to NHS dental services. In 2024, a BBC investigation found that 9 in 10 NHS dental practices were not accepting new adult patients. Waiting times are long, and many areas—especially rural and deprived communities—have become “dental deserts.”
In 2025, only 44% of adults were able to get an NHS dental appointment when needed (Policy Connect, 2025). This has led some patients to resort to DIY dentistry or attend A&E for dental pain, which is neither safe nor sustainable.
This access crisis undermines the NHS’s founding principle of universal care and disproportionately affects those with the greatest need. It also places additional pressure on emergency services and contributes to health inequalities.
2. Contractual and Workforce Pressure
The UDA contract system pays dentists the same amount for simple and complex treatments, which disincentivises comprehensive care. For example, a filling and a root canal may both earn the same number of UDAs, despite the latter being more time-consuming and complex.
This system has led to: 
· Low morale among NHS dentists
· Burnout and attrition, with many leaving NHS work or reducing their NHS hours.
· Recruitment gaps, as new graduates often prefer private practice.
In response, the government has proposed reforms requiring new dental graduates to work in the NHS for three years, aiming to stabilise the workforce and improve access (GOV.UK, 2025). However, professional bodies like the British Dental Association argue that deeper contract reform is needed to make NHS dentistry sustainable and attractive.


· GOV.UK (2025) More NHS Dentistry for Those Who Need It Most. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/more-nhs-dentistry-for-those-who-need-it-most
· House of Commons Library (2025) NHS Dentistry in England. Available at: https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9597/
· Kristensen, M. et al. (2023) ‘Enhancing patient-centred care in dentistry’, British Medical Bulletin, 148(1), pp. 79–95.
· NHS England (2025) Our plan to recover and reform NHS dentistry. Available at: https://www.england.nhs.uk/long-read/our-plan-to-recover-and-reform-nhs-dentistry/
· Policy Connect (2025) Challenges in NHS Dentistry Remain Severe. Available at: https://www.policyconnect.org.uk/blog/challenges-nhs-dentistry-remain-severe-despite-governments-700000-additional-urgent
· The King’s Fund (2023) NHS Dentistry in England Explained. Available at: https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/insight-and-analysis/long-reads/dentistry-england-explained

                
                                     
                                   
                                NHS dentistry is a publicly funded healthcare service that provides essential oral health care to people across England. It is designed to prevent and treat dental disease, promote oral hygiene, and ensure that everyone regardless of income can access affordable dental treatment. Services include routine check-ups, fillings, extractions, root canals, crowns, dentures, bridges, and emergency dental care. Oral cancer screening and health education are also part of the service.
NHS dental care is delivered through a banded pricing system:
· Band 1 (£25.80): Covers examination, diagnosis, advice, and preventive care such as scale and polish.
· Band 2 (£70.70): Includes all Band 1 services plus fillings, root canals, and extractions.
· Band 3 (£306.80): Covers all Band 1 and 2 services plus more complex procedures like crowns, dentures, and bridges.
This system ensures transparency and affordability, helping patients understand what they are paying for and what care they can expect.



Element 2 
The National Health Service: Origins, Structure, and Challenges in the UK.
The National Health Service (NHS) was officially launched on 5 July 1948, marking a revolutionary moment in British history. It was the first health system in the Western world to offer free healthcare at the point of use, funded through general taxation. The NHS emerged from the Beveridge Report (1942), which listed five “giant evils” in society Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor, and Idleness and suggested a welfare state to combat them (House of Commons Library, 2025). The devastation of World War II and the public’s demand for equity and security laid the foundation for a universal health system. The NHS was founded on three fundamental tenets under the leadership of Aneurin Bevan: universality, free access, and comprehensive care (History of Government, 2023).
Although its organization has changed, the NHS is still a vital part of British society today. It is now divided into four devolved systems: NHS England, NHS Scotland, NHS Wales, and Health and Social Care in Northern Ireland. NHS England is the largest, responsible for commissioning services and managing budgets. Care is provided through primary care (GPs, dentists, pharmacists), secondary care (hospitals, specialists), and tertiary care (specialised treatments). The NHS Constitution outlines its values: respect, dignity, compassion, and improving lives (GOV.UK, 2023).
Effective communication underpins safe and compassionate care. It includes verbal, non-verbal, and written exchanges between staff and service users. Poor communication can lead to misdiagnosis, medication errors, and emotional distress. In contrast, active listening, empathy, and clarity foster trust and engagement. For instance, using plain language and visual aids helps patients with learning disabilities understand their treatment options.
Despite its strengths, the NHS faces many challenges. One major issue is workforce shortages. Over 100,000 job openings were reported in NHS England in 2025, which had an impact on employee         wellbeing and patient safety (NHS England, 2025). Another challenge is access inequality. A 2024 report found that 9 in 10 NHS dental practices were not accepting new adult patients, leading to increased A&E visits for dental pain (Policy Connect, 2025). An ageing population, financial pressures, and rising demand for specialized care further strains the system. 
The broader health and social care system in the UK includes services that support physical, mental, and social wellbeing. Social care is primarily managed by local authorities, covering areas such as residential care, home support, and safeguarding. Unlike the NHS, social care is means-tested, which can lead to unequal access. Although funding gaps and fragmentation still exist, integrating health and social care is still a policy priority (The King's Fund, 2023).
Effective communication underpins safe and compassionate care. It includes verbal, non-verbal, and written exchanges between staff and service users. Misdiagnosis, medication errors, and emotional distress can result from poor communication. On the other hand, active listening, empathy, promote trust and engagement. For example, people with learning difficulties are better able to comprehend their treatment options when visual aids and understandable language are used. 




age

Record-keeping is another critical component. Accurate records ensure legal compliance, continuity of care, and safeguarding. They must be clear, timely, and confidential. Digital systems like Electronic Health Records (EHRs) have improved access and coordination, but data protection remains a concern. The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and Data Protection Act 2018 govern how personal information is stored and shared.
Uk health and social care are shaped by several important laws and policies. The Care Act 2014 sets out local authorities’ duties in assessing needs and promoting wellbeing. The Health and Social Care Act 2012 restructured NHS commissioning and introduced Clinical Commissioning Groups (CCGs). The Equality Act 2010 protects individuals from discrimination and promotes inclusive care. These laws ensure accountability, transparency, and fairness across services. 
In conclusion, a vision of equity and shared responsibility gave rise to the NHS. Even though it still upholds those ideals, it faces difficult obstacles that call for creativity, cooperation, and change. Delivering safe, person-centred care requires an understanding of its history, structure, and operation as well as the larger health and social care system. Working in partnerships, communicating, and maintaining records are more than just practical tools; they are moral requirements that preserve respect and confidence in all dealings.
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