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The use of the Internet to

access oral health-related

information by patients

attending dental hygiene clinics

Abstract: Background: The degree to which patients access

the Internet for oral health-related information is unknown.

Objectives: This study was designed to determine if patients

attending student dental hygiene clinics had: (1) accessed

the Internet, (2) used the Internet as a source of information

on both general health and oral health, (3) bought oral health

care products on-line, and (4) were interested in being

directed to appropriate on-line oral health resources by

dental professionals. Methods: A self-complete questionnaire

was administered to a quota sample of 280 new and

returning patients attending the student dental hygiene clinic

at either the Cardiff Dental Hospital or a nearby Primary

Dental Care Unit. Results: A total of 269 (96%) patients

consented to participate in the study. Of these, 147 (54.6%)

had accessed the Internet, the majority (61.2%) from home.

Internet use was significantly related to both patient age and

level of education (P < 0.001). In total, 59 patients claimed

accessing the Internet for information on general health

topics. Only eight respondents had used the Internet for

information on oral health/dental topics, with seven reporting

that they found the information useful. On-line purchase of

oral health products was reported by seven patients.

However, 117 (43.5% of all respondents) patients indicated

that they would be interested in the Internet as a future

source of oral health information and 112 (41.6%) would

appreciate being directed to appropriate sites by their dentist

or dental hygienist. Conclusions: Patients attending student

dental hygiene clinics make little use of the Internet for oral

health information. However, reported interest in future

access is such that dental professionals should develop and

harness the potential of the Internet as an educational

resource.
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Introduction

The provision of information to, and education of patients, is a

fundamental aspect of the role of dental hygienists and thera-

pists. In the past, members of the dental team had a monopoly

on knowledge when diagnosing, advising and treating patients.

However, the advent of the Internet, has made available to

the public, vast reserves of information at the click of a com-

puter mouse, and access to medical and dental information is

no longer the preserve of professionals (1).

As a result, the Internet has the potential to educate and

empower the dental consumer, by providing information on

oral health services and by supporting self-help and patient

choice (2). Other potential benefits of educating and informing

patients via the Internet include improving the quality and

appropriateness of dental care, encouraging the adoption of

healthy behaviours by patients, better compliance with advice,

and the appropriate use of preventive agents (3). Futhermore,

now and in the future, the Internet will, via practice-based

websites, constitute a central forum for communication

between practices and their patients. This is already common

in North America (4, 5).

While there is a considerable body of research on the impact

of the Internet-based patient education material as it relates to

medicine in general (6), the implications for dental care are

unknown (7). The first study of the quality of dental

information for patients on the Internet concluded that judi-

cious and active support from professionals would be required

to aid patients’ interpretation of periodontal-related patient

information sites (8). In mid-2004, 61% of the adult population

in the UK, claimed to have accessed the Internet (9). However,

the extent to which patients attending for dental care specific-

ally sought information on oral health issues is not known, nor

is the degree to which patients would appreciate being directed

to Internet-based oral health education material.

Thus the aims of this study were to determine the degree

to which patients attending a student dental hygiene clinic

accessed the Internet, searched for information on both oral

and general health, or purchased oral health care products on-

line. The survey also examined how demographic variables

influenced Internet use and patients’ interest in the Internet

as an oral health education resource in the future.

Methods

Setting and participants

The participants in this study comprised a quota sample of

280 new and returning adult patients, attending student dental

hygiene clinics, in either the Cardiff University Dental Hospi-

tal or a Primary Dental Care Unit, situated in Cardiff city

centre. The study was conducted in mid-2004.

Data collection

Data were collected via a self-administered 14-item question-

naire containing a combination of open- and closed-response

options. The items dealt with Internet use and access for

information on general health, oral/dental health and the pur-

chase of oral health care products on-line and future interest in

Internet use for dental health education purposes. Finally data

on age, gender and highest level of educational attainment

were requested.

Prior to being seen in the clinic, patients were provided with

a verbal explanation of the nature and purpose of the study,

and were invited to participate. Subjects were advised that if

they preferred, the researcher would read aloud each item and

indicate their response on the questionnaire. Those agreeing

to take part, completed the questionnaire in a quiet area in

the patient waiting room. When the task was complete, the

subject placed the questionnaire in an envelope and handed it

to the clinic receptionist, who thanked them for their participa-

tion.

Data analysis

The questionnaires were coded to ensure anonymity and

entered on a computer spreadsheet (SPPS, Chicago, IL, USA).

Simple frequency statistics were used to describe the sample

demographics and the relationship between variables was

determined by cross-tabulation and chi-square analysis.

Ethics

The study was approved by the South East Wales local

research ethics committee.
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Results

Response and demographic data

Of the 280 patients invited to participate, only 11 declined,

resulting in a 96% response rate. No significant differences in

those willing to complete the questionnaire were observed

between the two participating clinics. In total, 105 (39%) par-

ticipants were new referrals to the dental hygiene clinic and

160 (59.5%) were returning patients, this information not being

recorded in four cases.

Respondents ranged in age from 16 to 84 years, with a mean

of 51.6 years. Males comprised 47.2% of the sample. Forty-

nine (18.2%) participants had university-level education, 100

(37.2%) had no formal educational qualifications, while the

remainder reported school-leaving qualifications.

Internet use

Overall, 147 (54.6%) respondents claimed that they had accessed

the Internet at some time. The frequency of Internet use and

the location from which it was accessed is recorded in Table 1.

From this it can be observed that of those who access the Inter-

net, the majority do so daily and most commonly from home.

Internet use was significantly related to age (P < 0.001),

where 88.9% of the youngest quartile (aged £40 years) had

been on-line, just 7.8% of those in the oldest quartile

(‡65 years) had ever used the Internet. Similarly, Internet use

was significantly (P < 0.001) related to educational attainment

(83.7% of those claiming university-level education compared

with 24% of those with no formal educational qualifications).

Internet and general health information

Information on general health had been sought by 59 partici-

pants, 40% of those who had been on-line (21.9% of all subjects

who completed the questionnaire). Of these, 52 subjects found

the information useful, five were unsure and two did not find

the information useful. Participants claimed to search for infor-

mation on a vast array of general health topics, including back-

pain, diabetes, heart-health, menopause and hay-fever.

Internet and oral health

In contrast, just eight participants (5.4% of those who have

been on-line and 3% of all survey respondents) reported that

they had searched the Internet for oral health information. Of

these, seven reported that they found the information useful.

The types of oral health information that these respondents

claimed to have researched on the Internet are shown in

Table 2. Just seven respondents reported that they had pur-

chased oral health care products on-line.

However, 117 of the 269 participants in the survey stated

that they would be interested in the Internet as a future

source of oral health education material, and 112 (41.6%)

would like to be directed to an appropriate educational

resource by their dentist or dental hygienist.

Discussion

While a previous investigation reported on Internet use within

a UK dental school by staff and students (10), this descriptive

study is the first to report on Internet use by patients attend-

ing a dental hygiene clinic. The method of sampling (i.e. 280

consecutive patients) and the high response rate, suggests that

the findings are applicable to all patients attending the clinic.

Internet usage at 54.6%, is slightly lower in this cohort of

patients than in the UK population, in general (61%) (9), but

is likely to reflect the mean age of the patients. It is know that

Internet use is related to age and educational level (9, 11) as

confirmed by the current study.

The present finding that 21.9% of all participants had sought

general health information on-line is similar to the 25% of such

patients attending general medical practices in Wales (12). It is

Table 1. Frequency with which the 147 reported Internet users

access the Internet and place of access

n (%)

Frequency of Internet use
Daily 63 (42.9)
Weekly 35 (23.8)
Less frequently 49 (33.3)

Place of access
Home 90 (61.2)
Work 13 (8.8)
Home and work 33 (22.4)
Public Library 3 (2.0)
Elsewhere 8 (5.4)

Table 2. Dental/oral health topics which respondents claimed to

have researched on the Internet

Topics

Replacement teeth (implants), oral surgery
Cosmetic dentistry
Treatment for gingivitis
Information on toothbrushes – difference between manual and
electric
Information on tooth grinding
Tongue ulceration
Denture aftercare
The removal of amalgam restorations
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however lower than the 33% of patients attending urban pri-

mary care clinics in the USA (13), who had sought general

health information on the Internet. In marked contrast, just

3% of all survey respondents reported use of the Internet to

access information on oral health. This compares with recent

surveys of patients attending otolaryngology clinics and cancer

patients where 18 and 16–46%, respectively, sought informa-

tion about their condition on the Internet (14, 15).

It is interesting that the majority of patients who sought oral

health information found the information useful. However, the

information jungle that is the Internet, implies that patients

need judicious guidance in sorting useful from less useful

information (8), and dental hygienists must be prepared to dis-

cuss issues raised by patients concerning information they

obtained on-line. In addition, it is the duty of oral health pro-

fessions to appreciate the knowledge base of their patients.

Purchase of oral health care products was reported by a

small number of patients, and it is not as yet routine practice

in our clinic to refer patients to the Internet for such purcha-

ses. However, as on-line shopping becomes more common, this

will provide a convenient mechanism for patients to resource

items such as inter-dental cleaning aids.

Perhaps the most encouraging aspect of this survey is the

interest shown by patients in the Internet as a future source of

oral health education material. It is the view of the authors

that the Internet as an educational resource is underutilized by

the dental team, at least in the UK and probably elsewhere as

well. The patients in this study claim that they would be

receptive to their dental hygienist directing them to informa-

tion sources on the Internet.

Patients frequently forget, or do not fully understand, infor-

mation that is imparted in the course of a dental appointment.

The Internet provides a means of providing educational mater-

ial that patients can subsequently peruse at their leisure. Of

course, the limitations of health education are well recognized,

in terms of converting knowledge and attitudes into sustained

behaviour change (16). However, the Internet makes possible,

the provision of customized, or tailored personal feedback.

This has been shown to be effective in promoting a change in

diet (17) and in the area of smoking cessation (18). The poten-

tial of specifically tailored oral health information in the field

of periodontal health is as yet unexplored and further research

in this area is required.

Conclusions

It is concluded therefore, that while the present use of the

Internet for oral health information by patients attending a stu-

dent dental hygiene clinic is low, there exists potential to har-

ness the undoubted benefits of the Internet in the dental

hygienist’s role of educating and informing patients.
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