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Element 2 – Dentistry Services
Origins and Historical Development of Community and Special Care Dental Services
The development of dental services in England began in the early 20th century with the rise of public health dentistry. Growing concern about widespread dental disease, especially among poorer families and school-aged children, prompted local authorities to establish some of the first organised school dental services, starting in Cambridge in 1907. These early initiatives recognised oral health as a public health concern influenced by poverty, poor nutrition, and low living standards. They laid the groundwork for publicly funded dental care before the establishment of the National Health Service.
When the NHS was established in 1948, dental care was organised into general, community, and hospital services, a structure that still underpins provision today. Community dental services were specifically designed to reach groups who struggled to access care, including children, pregnant women, disabled people, and those with complex needs, with a strong focus on prevention and accessibility.
Post-war Britain encountered severe oral health issues, and during the first nine months of the NHS, millions of urgent dental treatments were provided, highlighting the extent of unresolved demand. Over the following decades, services evolved into modern, specialised care delivered in hospitals, community clinics, and people’s homes. At present, dental services continue to prioritise individuals with disabilities, complex medical conditions, older adults, and socially vulnerable groups, supported by national policies that aim to standardise access, improve quality, and ensure fair provision across England.







How Community and Special Care Dental Services Function
Today, Dental services across the UK remain a crucial part of NHS dentistry, providing care for people whose needs cannot be met in a community dental practice, including individuals with disabilities, complex medical conditions, and the homeless. These services operate across a wide range of settings, including community clinics, hospitals, and mobile dental units, reflecting a flexible, structured model designed to improve access for vulnerable and low-income communities across the country. Despite the vital role and policy in reducing oral health inequalities, the dental sector still faces growing pressure. Demand has risen due to an ageing population, barriers to access to general NHS dental services and increased levels of dental disease such as gum disease and tooth decay. Workforce shortages and limited access to hospital dental facilities, particularly for procedures that require sedation, further delay treatment, especially to vulnerable patients. While community and specialised dental care services remain vital for providing access to oral healthcare, existing challenges place considerable limits on capacity and funding, indicating that future policy reforms and investments might be required to maintain and enhance dental services. 

The Impact of Community and Special Care Dental Services on Service Users
Quality of Life
Community and special care dental services are vital components of NHS dentistry because they support individuals who find it difficult to access standard dental practices. Organisations such as University College London Hospitals, NHS Foundation Trust, and King’s College Hospital provide these services for patients with complex medical conditions, learning or physical disabilities, severe dental anxiety, or challenging social circumstances. Care is provided in various settings, including hospitals, community clinics, care homes, and, in some cases, patients' own homes, helping make treatment more accessible and tailored to individual needs. Research from The King’s Fund highlights that oral health significantly influences overall well-being, affecting how people eat, speak, and participate in daily social activities. Untreated dental issues can result in pain, infection, and nutritional difficulties, harming both physical and mental health. By providing specialised treatments and preventive care, community and special care dental services help lessen these risks and support better long-term health outcomes. These services also collaborate closely with other professionals, such as doctors, nurses, and carers, to deliver holistic and coordinated care for vulnerable individuals. This integrated approach not only enhances oral health but also upholds dignity, independence, and social inclusion. Overall, community and specialised care dentistry are crucial in reducing health inequalities and enhancing the quality of life for those who might otherwise encounter barriers to dental care.
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