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MANY SENIORS LACK ACCESS TO AFFORDABLE ORAL HEALTHCARE  
 
 

� Dental problems are a significant public health problem in America, particularly for low-income seniors. 
o Risks of oral issues increase with age because of problems with saliva production (side effect of 

many medications), receding gums that expose softer root surfaces to decay-causing bacteria, 
or difficulties flossing and brushing due to poor vision, arthritis, cognitive problems, chronic 
diseases or disabilities. 

 
� As baby boomers retire and people live longer, access to high quality and affordable dental care 

becomes increasingly difficult.  
o According to San Diego County’s 2012 Survey of Older Americans, not being able to afford 

dental care was the most commonly reported health-related issues.  
o The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention report that only about 60 percent of seniors 

saw a dentist in the past year.  
o Dental visits are even more scarce among low-income seniors and racial and ethnic minorities. 
o Medicare, the largest health provider for seniors, does not cover routine dental care nor is 

dental care for seniors included under the Affordable Care Act.  
o Medicaid coverage varies by state, but the reimbursement dentists receive is so low, it is 

unsustainable for many practices to provide these critical services to seniors.  
 

 

BARRIERS TO CARE 

� Although most state Medicaid programs cover emergency dental procedures for low-income adults, 
only 33 states provide dental benefits beyond medically necessary care in emergency situationsi.  

 
o Basic dental coverage is provided for under Medicaid and in California through Denti-Cal. 

However, access to dentists who accept Denti-Cal is limited due to low provider reimbursement.  
o Many necessary and standard dental procedures may not be covered under Denti-Cal. 
o There are too few dental clinics serve that Denti-Cal beneficiaries in San Diego County.  

 
� Based on preliminary data from approximately 300 assessments conducted by the Gary and Mary West 

Senior Dental Center, Serving Seniors and West Health, the vast majority of seniors have unmet oral 
healthcare needs. 

o 62% percent have not seen a dentist within past year, nearly double the national average of 
37.6 % of seniors who did not have a dental visit in the past year (Source: CDC- NCHS1 2014) 

o 24% have not seen a dentist in more than 5 years compared to the national average of 19% 
(Source: NHANES, 2013-14). 

o Of those with dental pain 40% had not seen a dentist in the past year   
o Majority of seniors (62%) report that cost is the reason for not seeing a dentist; their 

average income is $974 per month or $11,688 per year or 10% below the poverty line 
o For those who reported cost as barrier (62%) to dental care, almost all (97%) had not 

seen a dentist in the past year, as compared to 12.43% of the nation who reported non-
receipt of dental care due to cost (Source: CDC, NCHS 2014).  

� Perceived need is an important predictor of dental utilization—a multivariate analysis found the best 
predictor of dental utilization by seniors is perceived importance of dental care followed by perceived 
need and number of teeth remaining.ii 

1 National Center for Health Statistics  
                                                 

http://www.sandiegocounty.gov/hhsa/programs/ais/documents/surveyofolderamericans2003report.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/
http://www.seniordentalcenter.org/
http://www.seniordentalcenter.org/
http://www.servingseniors.org/west-wellness-center/
http://www.westhealth.org/
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Expanding Patient Access 

 
� Our nation needs an improved oral healthcare policy to address the severe inequities in accessing oral 

healthcare and change the mindset that dental care should be considered a key element of ensuring 
overall health and well-being. Research, policy and advocacy are part of West Health’s ongoing efforts 
to affect change at a national level. 

� The Gary and Mary West Health Institute is leading research efforts with the West Senior Dental Center 
and other partners to study how an integrated approach to providing high-quality and affordable oral 
healthcare with a suite of nutrition, case management and wellness services,. 

o Research will explore improvement in overall healthcare outcomes and feasibility for broader 
replication throughout the country. 

o Research will inform policy work designed to drive payment reform and new legislation. 
� West Health is looking to advocate for improved coverage and access to comprehensive, quality oral 

health services for all low-income seniors. 
o Conducting policy research to determine the best course of action in several areas, from access 

to care to treatment to transportation 
o Working on policy initiatives to define which oral healthcare services have the greatest impact 

on health outcomes 
o Exploring coverage solutions towards scalability and sustainability of the Gary and Mary West 

Senior Dental Center 
  

i  https://www.macpac.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Medicaid-Coverage-of-Dental-Benefits-for-Adults.pdf  
ii http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3487659/  

                                                 

http://www.westhealth.org/institute/
https://www.macpac.gov/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Medicaid-Coverage-of-Dental-Benefits-for-Adults.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3487659/
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