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Abstract  

 

Oral health services assessment is an ongoing global challenge for improvement of services, quality enhancement and 

preventing oral diseases. One strategy is to investigate the utilization and access to dental care, and exploring the 

underlying factors. In Saudi Arabia, only few published studies explored the utilization of dental care services. Hence, 

this review attempt focusing on the findings of utilization, including manner of use and the associated factors. Only 

certain possible causes have been studied, and there is limited evidence of the utilization of dental care in Saudi Arabia. 

Even larger, well-designed studies are needed in order to be a baseline evidence for potential evaluation of progress in 

dental services after adopting the necessary acts. 

Keywords: Dental health service, Oral health, Dental visits, Saudi Arabia, Dental service utilization, Dental care 

barriers. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Dental diseases are considered as a worldwide 

prominent problem [1]. They are multifactorial and 

preventable, thus prevention and early detection with 

management are critical keys toward tackling them. 

Access to oral health care services is one important 

approach for the prevention and therapy [2,3]. 

 

The access to dental care includes both the 

availability of services and the desire of the patient to 

seek the care. Access to and utilization of dental care 

services are multidimensional principles which are 

affected by many factors [4]. 

 

In Saudi Arabia, both government and private 

sectors oral healthcare services are provided. All 

citizens are entitled to complete and free access to oral 

health care in primary, secondary or tertiary dental 

clinics of government sector [5]. 

 

Globally, inequality in utilization of dental 

services has been evaluated periodically to determine its 

extent, to evaluate the underlying factors and to 

examine any improvements over time [2]. 

 

Several studies in various countries showed 

that the utilization of dental services appears to be 

unequally distributed among populations and 

consumers [2]. 

 

In Saudi Arabia, only few studies, in limited 

regions, were conducted to investigate the utilization of 

dental services and to determine the influencing factors. 

Furthermore, some studies were conducted on specified 

target groups. 

 

Thus, this literature review focused on the 

disparity in the use of dental services in Saudi Arabia in 

various regions and on the related factors for further 

studies in the future. This review was performed of 

published studies conducted in a region in Saudi Arabia 

between January 2010 and January 2020. 

 

Utilization of dental services in saudi arabia  
In few studies reported in Saudi Arabia, the 

use of dental services varied among different targeted 

participants. 

 

The Saudi Health Information Survey by El 

Bcheraoui et al., found that only 11.5% of the 

population of Saudi Arabia over the age of 15 visited 

dentists for routine check-ups and almost half (48%) 

visited dentists during dental problems [6]. The sample 

size was over 10.000 participants.  
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Farsi, in 2010, investigated the utilization of 

dental services among students, n=3090, aged 11-24 

years old in Jeddah city, and found only 8.6% visited 

dentists for regular check-up. The most common reason 

to visit the dentist was pain and dental problems 

(49.4%) [7]. 

 

On the contrary, Al-Hussyeen in the same 

year, reported that about 75% of adolescent females 

(intermediate students) in Riyadh city, had been visiting 

the dentist more than once over the last two years, and 

most of them (75%) in private clinics, and 63% for 

routine treatment [8]. However, the size of sample 

(n=531) would affect the results. 

 

Almutlaqah et al., 2018, investigated the 

utilization of dental services in Abha city, among about 

500 adults. About 58% of respondents were dental 

services users. Of the participants, 57% visited dentists 

during dental emergencies [4]. 

 

In another study, Al-Jaber and Da’ar, reported 

the utilization of dental clinics in Primary Health Care 

Centers by adults in Riyadh city. In the last 12 months 

more than half (53%) of patients visited a dentist once, 

20% twice, and at least three times (25%) [9].  

 

Given the limited number of dentists in 

primary health care facilities, most patients (77%) 

obtain dental treatment in private dental clinics [4,9]. 

However, insurance status was not investigated which 

would affect these results. Dental pain (50%) was the 

most common reason for visiting a dentist, although 

regular checkups were counted for only 15% of 

participants [9]. 

 

In Jazan region, Quadri et al., investigated the 

utilization of dental services, and found that less than 

half (45.8%) of the sample surveyed indicated that their 

last visit to a dentist was within a year, and 33% of 

them claimed that a dentist should only be visited if 

they have dental pain [10]. 

 

Hamasha et al., explored the utilization of 

dental care services by elderly people (65 years old and 

above) in Riyadh city. Only 37 % of participants 

(n=350) had proper utilization and access to dental care 

[11]. 

 

Factors influencing dental services utilization 

Various studies investigated the association 

between dental services utilization and some factors 

(independent variables), such as sociodemographic, 

socioeconomic and educational variables. Wide 

variation in participants should be interpreted with 

caution. Some studies targeted adults or children, or 

investigated specific groups (e.g., dental students, 

smokers, pregnant women, medically compromised 

patients) [2]. 

 

A large range of factors beyond those 

evaluated is affected by inequality or is even underlying 

the observed differences in utilization. Dental anxiety, 

for example, has been found to be closely associated 

with educational position [2]. 

 

Some potential barriers to access to dental care 

would include difficulty in getting appointment, waiting 

time, feeling that there is no need for treatment, and 

dental fear [7,11]. In addition, marital status could have 

an effect on the use of dental services, because single 

participants were more likely to be non-utilizers of 

dental services than married participants [4]. 

 

Regarding the gender factor, dental services 

utilization was reported to be more in female than male 

participants [7], which is in agreement with global 

findings [2,3]. The other studies conducted in Saudi 

Arabia did not make a comparison between male and 

female. 

 

Education, Income & Insurance 

Utilization of dental services was higher in 

those with higher educational status or income [4,6]. 

Thus, education and income are significant predictors 

for the dental services utilization. Patients who are 

better educated were twice as likely to have regular 

dental appointments compared to patients who 

completed their primary education only [10]. 

 

Interestingly, the study by Hamasha et al., on 

elderly people, found no significant correlation between 

utilization of dental services and participants' education 

[11]. However, service utilization was higher among 

those with higher incomes (45%) compared with those 

with lower incomes (31%). Additionally, in that study, 

the greatest barrier reported for accessing dental 

services was a lack of perceived dental needs (70.2%) 

followed by lack of dental insurance (64.5%) [11]. 

 

The likelihood of attending a dental clinic 

increased with education, among people who have good 

oral health practice [6]. 

 

The high cost of dental care has been the most 

restricting factor for dental services utilization for those 

who visited private dental clinics [8,9]. 

 

Education and awareness are closely linked to 

dental literacy and positive oral health habits such as 

daily tooth brushing or a healthy diet. Therefore, 

underutilization of dental care services may result from 

a lack of knowledge, which is therefore perpetuated 

because oral health education is given in many 

countries in dental clinics [2]. 

 

On the other hand, similar to global results, 

utilization of dental services in those without insurance 

cover was lower than in those with such a status [2,3]. 
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Education and economic status, which are 

interlinked together and often, decide the financial 

means of a person. This will have an effect on 

utilization in countries where dental care is not provided 

free of charge, especially when one considers the 

potentially catastrophic impact of dental expenses [2]. 

 

Place of Living 

Dental services utilization was reported 

globally to be lower in those living in rural than those 

living in urban places [2]. Al-Hussyeen reported that 

the most discouraging factor was the far geographic 

location of the dental clinics [8]. 

 

Due to either physical access (e.g., lack of 

transportation), or limited availability of dental services 

in rural areas, the place of living, rural versus urban, 

may impact the utilization of dental services. 

Almutlaqah et al., found that transport difficulties and 

health-related participants (related to movement 

difficulties) were the major predictors and barriers to 

access to dental care [4]. In elderly people, 

transportation was identified as barriers to dental 

services by 44.2% of participants [11]. 

 

Quality of Dental Services 

Obviously, meeting patient needs and dental 

care standards would impact patient behavior in terms 

of better compliance, less missed appointments and less 

stress and anxiety.  Some studies have indicated 

disappointment with quality; have been correlated with 

generally poor compliance with standards for care, low 

utilization or cessation of treatment [4,8]. 

 

Quality of dental care has been found to be the 

most motivating factor for the use of dental services in 

private dental clinics [8]. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
 Inequalities in the utilization of dental services are 

significant and common across the globe, and have 

consequences for services and health care systems. 

 Access to dental care is not a simple issue, and it 

requires multiple strategies and approaches to 

address it. 

 In Saudi Arabia, more studies are needed to 

evaluate possible factors associated with inequality, 

and to assess whether inequalities have increased or 

deteriorated over time. 
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