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Dentistry Services
The National Health Service (NHS) and private care make up the mixed system of dentistry services in the United Kingdom. While private dentistry offers a bigger selection of services, including cosmetic treatments and more appointment availability, NHS dentistry offers vital and clinically necessary treatments at a discounted cost. After the NHS was established in 1948, the current dental system evolved, expanding on prior traditions such barber-surgeons from the 19th century and later improvements from the 20th century that included professional registration and formal training (NHS England, 2023).
Archaeological evidence from the Indus River Valley, such as drilled molars, indicates that dentistry has existed since around 7000 BC, with the earliest written records dating to 5000 BC, showing a long-standing concern for oral health (Hillson, 2005). In mediaeval Europe, dentistry was often practised by barbers, divided into trained barber-surgeons performing complex procedures and lay-barbers handling routine tasks like tooth extractions and shaving (BDA, 2021).
The 19th century saw dentistry become more organised and professional. Key developments included the establishment of the London Institution for Diseases of the Teeth in 1839, the first British Dental Journal in 1843, and the UK’s first dental school, the Royal Dental Hospital of London, in 1860. By the century’s end, dentistry had become more inclusive, with Lilian Lindsay qualifying as the first female dentist in the UK (NHS England, 2023). The 20th century brought innovations such as nylon toothbrushes and fluoride toothpaste, which improved everyday oral hygiene and reduced dental disease. These advances had a lasting impact on public health and highlighted the importance of oral care for overall health (ADA, 2020).
The UK dental service operates as a mixed system of NHS and private care, but access to NHS dentistry has become increasingly limited. Although NHS dentistry is intended to provide affordable essential treatment, many patients struggle to secure appointments due to practices not accepting new NHS patients and long waiting times. This has resulted in growing regional inequalities in access to dental care (The King’s Fund, 2023). These access issues are largely linked to long-term underfunding and dissatisfaction with the NHS dental contract. Many dentists feel NHS payments do not reflect the true cost of providing care, leading some to reduce their NHS work or move fully into private practice, further straining NHS services (NHS England, 2023). While government reforms aim to improve access, they have been criticised for failing to address underlying workforce and funding problems. Private dentistry offers faster access and a wider range of treatments, but high costs mean it is not affordable for all patients. This creates concerns about equity within the current dental system (British Dental Association, 2022).
Dental services play a vital role in improving people’s quality of life. Access to NHS and private care helps prevent and treat oral health problems, reducing pain, discomfort, and complications that can affect eating, speaking, and overall health (NHS England, 2023). Healthy teeth also support confidence and social well-being, allowing people to smile and interact without worry. Regular check-ups, preventive treatments, and modern oral hygiene make dental care more effective and less stressful, helping people avoid serious problems and costly interventions (British Dental Association, 2022). 
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