
 

 

What we’ve heard about dentistry 
On a consistent basis since the start of the pandemic we have received information 

regarding local dentistry services. Overall, the main issues experienced were accessing 

appointments and treatment. We found that a number of people were in need on 

information on how to access treatment as local dentist practices were not taking on NHS 

patients or delivering certain treatments. 

We are starting to see that dentists are providing treatments and have been trying to treat 

as many people as possible despite having limited capacity whilst adhering to strict safety 

procedures. We recognise that there has been challenges which dentist practices have had 

to overcome and that they are now facing a backlog of appointments due to the 

pandemic. However, the impact on people trying to access dental services during the 

COVID-19 pandemic has been significant and we know that there has been a number of 

people who have had to manage ailments for longer than they would have otherwise had 

to. 

The early stages of the pandemic – a summary: 

April 2020 
 

Dentistry is treating critical emergencies 
face-to-face – e.g. uncontrolled bleeding. 
Other urgent cases are being handled via 
telephone, with advice on self-care, or 
prescriptions for pain medication or 
antibiotics. 

Many people didn’t know how to access 
urgent care, and didn’t know how to find 
out about changes to services. Many 
enquiries focussed on what people should do 
when they were in pain, and what to do if 
they didn’t have a regular dentist – advice to 
phone NHS 111 wasn’t clear to them. 

May 2020 

 
Urgent Dental Care centres open, and are 
treating patients by referral. Most care 
needs are still being managed via 
telephone, but there is slightly wider 
scope for in-person treatment. 

People began to worry about deterioration 
as ongoing treatment plans were paused. It 
was difficult for members of the public and 
for us as Local Healthwatch to find clear 
information about the development of the 
treatment hubs and the scope of what might 
be offered. 

June and July 2020 

 

Local dentists begin to re-open to deliver 
urgent care. They can still offer limited 
appointments and treatment but this has 
expanded. Non-urgent care continues to 
be managed by telephone. 

We worked with Healthwatch across 
Yorkshire & Humber to highlight joint 
issues, including concerns for groups who 
were being impacted more severely, such as 
people with Autism or hearing loss. 
Communication from dentists to their 
regular patients has been mixed – with some 
still unclear about whether treatment is 
resuming 

August & September 2020 

Some dentists resume routine work, while 
others are still treating only urgent cases. 

We begin to hear a more mixed picture 
across the city; some practices resume 
check-ups, while other people tell us they’re 
still unable to access dental treatment. 

https://www.healthwatchsheffield.co.uk/report/2020-06-05/covid-19-what-we-know-about-accessing-dentistry
https://www.healthwatchsheffield.co.uk/report/2020-06-05/covid-19-what-we-know-about-accessing-dentistry


 

What reoccurring themes are there?  
Since the start of the pandemic to the current day we are finding that local residents are 
having the same difficulties. We are aware that dental practices are providing treatments 
and will have a backlog of appointments / treatments to provide. However, with the 
biggest issue being reported to us as being able to access dental services as an NHS 
patient, we recognise that there are a number of people who will face a longer wait unless 
they pay privately for appointments.  

Accessing a new dentist  

We’ve found since March 2020 that most of our enquiries have been in relation to where 
local residents can register as an NHS patient. On an almost monthly basis we have 
enquiries relating to this or NHS patients who have found they were removed from their 
dentists register during the pandemic. 

NHS England guidance states that patients can phone a local dentist for urgent care even 
if they have not been treated there before. However, we have heard confusion about this 
– whilst dental practices don’t have a patient list in the same way that GP practices do, 
people tell us that their local dental practice has cited ‘not being registered’ as a reason 
they cannot access an appointment. It is unclear where this miscommunication is coming 
from, but clearer information both publicly and internally may help to alleviate this 
confusion.  

“Hi there, I’m wondering if you could help me and let me have a list of dentists 

that currently having space to take on NHS patients?  My son has been 

deregistered from his dentist and they didn’t let him know. My son is now in 

agony and needs an emergency appointment but can’t afford to go private so 

needs to register with an NHS one.” 

“I have a tooth that feels chipped/loose and is starting to get quite painful. I 

contacted my dentist and was told I would have to wait until they opened 

again. Once they opened, I was told I'm no longer registered and will have to 

find a new dentist. I am struggling to find a dentist taking on new NHS patients. 

Is there something I am missing or an I just stuck?” 

Impact of delayed treatment  
We have heard since March 2020 about delayed treatment; in one instance we had the 
same patient contact us several months apart to update us on their issue as it had still not 
been fully resolved. The implications of delayed treatment when it comes to dental 
services isn’t one that just affects someone’s physical health but mental health as well. 

“I had a failed dental bridge top front 2 teeth. This happened on 5th may this 
year during lockdown. Despite several telephone calls to my dentist and being 
told I am on a ‘waiting list’ for assessment for a partial denture, I am still 
waiting to be reviewed. I accessed the emergency dental hub through 111 and 
was given an emergency extraction. Following that extraction I tried to access 
follow up care for myself. There has been no information anywhere either on 
social media or from the dental practice on when I might possibly be seen.  

This has had a big impact on my mental health. Can you imagine what it’s like 
to have no front teeth? It affects my speech, my ability to eat and I am 



 

embarrassed to interact with anyone. I understand this is an unprecedented 
situation. The lack of information regarding when dental services will resume 
has compounded my situation. The experience I have had has been 
intolerable.” 

Lack of clarity about what is ‘urgent’ care  

As dental issues can result in varying amounts of pain, it can be very distressing and can 
impact individual’s ability to live a normal day-to-day life. We’ve found from feedback 
received that there seems to be a discrepancy between issues that could be considered as 
urgent and the treatment provided (if any). We understand that dental practices have 
limited capacity however, it seems like individuals are not being given the information and 
advice that they need when contacting dental services so they understand what support is 
available for them and how are able to access it. 

“My granddaughter is 6 years old and has had a constantly painful abscess with 

pockets of pus around the mouth. She cannot eat and has had a phone 

consultation but still they are reluctant to see her. She’s been given anti-

biotics and is still in pain. I have tried the NHS number and still she cannot be 

seen!” 

NHS vs private dental care  

We’ve received contact from local residents who are having to wait almost a full year for 
an appointment as an NHS patient and others have informed us that their local dental 
practice won’t accept them as an NHS patient. However, they have been advised by the 
dental practice that they can be seen quickly if they decide to be seen privately. We’ve 
found this has been occurring more since October 2020 and in every instance where we’ve 
had people contact us about this, they have told us that they do not have the fees quoted 
(in the thousands) to pay for the treatment that they need.  

It is likely with the waiting time and as more people need dental treatment that this will 
lead to a health inequality for individuals from economically deprived backgrounds.  

“Having cracked a tooth at beginning of lockdown I experienced numerous 

abscess following this. The tooth had cracked at gum level putting strain on 

surrounding teeth.  

These have also now shattered at gum level. I managed to obtain an emergency 

appointment which grateful for, however apart from coat them in calcium he 

advised there was nothing he could do in an emergency appointment I needed 

to register with a dentist ASAP as my teeth are crumbling and I need them 

extracting and dentures. 

 I have phoned / emailed all dentist in my area and surrounding district but not 

one is taking on NHS patients. Yet they can fit me in privately.   

Unfortunately, I don't have the £1000 quoted for the treatment, it is just 

distressing that the same dentist can’t do it on NHS but would fit me in in three 

days if had the money to go private.   

I understand the pressure they working under because of COVID, but I am being 

told it be at least a year before they open their books to NHS patients again. In 



 

the meantime, I'm left struggling to eat, control abscess and having to work in a 

public sector key working job with my front teeth missing.” 

Access to clear information  

The majority of our contact since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic has been in relation 
to accessing dental services and treatment. Even as a local Healthwatch we have found 
that it has not been straight-forward to provide information and advice at times as some 
websites have not been kept up-to-date and contacting practices was not easy as we often 
reached answerphone messages rather than actually being able to speak to a member of 
staff. 

We found in some instances when urgent dental care was provided, the patient was 
advised of further treatments they needed from their local dentist practice but they were 
then unable to access this treatment for sometime as an NHS patient; without any further 
information or advice given regarding how treatment could be accessed otherwise.  


