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Abstract

Background: Geriatric dental education is the predoctoral dental curriculum that deals with
special knowledge, attitude, and technical skills required in provision of oral health care to older
adults. To develop competency in managing geriatric patients, dental students must undergo
educational experiences that result in development of special clinical skills and a caring attitude
toward the elderly. Thus, this study aims to assess the perceived barriers and attitude of dental
students towards geriatric dental care in chennai

Materials and methods: This survey was conducted using a pre-validated, self administered
questionnaire. The questionnaire was administered to 100 undergraduate and postgraduate dental
students through google forms. Collected data was analyzed using SPSS software 23.0
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Results: Of 100 dental students, 54% were males and 46% were females. Among those, 37%
were undergraduates and 63% were postgraduates. About 69% of postgraduate students were
receiving training in the provision of dental care for geriatric subjects. The primary barrier to
providing dental care to the elderly included insufficient knowledge of geriatric dental care,
perceived lack of communication skills and self-confidence in managing elderly patients.

Conclusion: The study results conclude the positive attitudes of postgraduate students toward
geriatric patients. Only postgraduate students are receiving training in the provision of dental
care for geriatric subjects. Undergraduate students even though they are willing to give geriatric
dental care, the lack of knowledge in giving care was one of the observed barriers.

Keywords; attitudes, barriers, dental students, aging, geriatric care, innovative technology.

Introduction

Geriatric dental education is defined as that portion of the predoctoral dental curriculum that
deals with knowledge, attitude, and technical skills required in provision of oral health care to
older adults.(1)(2)There is a considerable increase in the elderly population in both developed
and developing countries. The fastest growing of the population is people of 60 years and
older.(3,4) During the latter half of the 20th century, the age composition of the population
changed dramatically with more people living to older ages and the older population getting
older. This change will have a major impact on the delivery of general and oral- dental care, as
well as on the providers of these services.(5)(6)The general health of older adults are related to
their oral health however, many older adults in our country do not use dental services on a
regular basis(7) Cultural, structural, financial and physical barriers, in addition to healthcare-
provider barriers, hinder elderly patients' use of dental services. Some older adults have physical
and psychological conditions that kind of people require special attention in the dental office
setting, one should not assume that all older people share common conditions.(8,9) To evaluate a
geriatric patient, the dentist must understand the cultural, psychological, educational,
socioeconomic, dietary, and chronologically specific experiences that may have influenced
his/her life. Oral health and status are affected by various factors and they are the accumulation
of a person’s life experiences with dental care, as well as with caries, periodontal diseases, and
iatrogenic diseases.(10) To develop competence in managing geriatric patients, dental students
must undergo educational experiences that result in development of special skills and a caring
attitude toward the elderly.(11) Training in geriatric dentistry would enable the dentists to
understand the psychological behavior of the elderly, especially those suffering from some
chronic medical and dental illness.(12) Negative attitudes toward the elderly are not unique to
dental professionals.(13) Unwillingness to provide dental care for the elderly is a significant
healthcare-provider barrier that reflects the attitudes of oral health care providers (14, 15)
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Complexity of dental treatments in elderly patients and inadequate training and insufficient
facilities in nursing homes are some reasons for dental professionals “‘unwillingness to treat the
elderly. Many studies have shown the attitudes of health professionals, in general, to be negative
toward the elderly (16-18) Such studies have not been conducted in India to measure the attitudes
of dental students toward the elderly. Our team has extensive knowledge and research experience
that has translated into high quality publications (19-38).

The present study was conducted with the aim to know the association of perceived barriers in
elderly care and to assess the attitude of undergraduate and postgraduate dental students toward
the geriatric population.

Materials and methods

The present study was questionnaire based study. The study was carried out among the
students of dental institutions in Chennai. Approval of the ethical committee was taken
before the start of the study. The study sample consisted of both undergraduate and
postgraduate dental students who deal with geriatric patients in their clinical postings. A
structured, hand-—delivered and self- administered questionnaire was used for the data
collections. Information obtained from the students included personal data such as age,
gender, training regarding geriatric care and their perceived barriers in the provision of dental
care for geriatric patients (Annexure 1). Responses regarding perceived barriers were
recorded using a 5- point Likert scale ranging from 1 = very important, 2=important, 3=little
important, 4=very little important, 5=not at all important. Informed consent was obtained
from all the participants before the questionnaire was administered. Statistical analysis was
done using SPSS software version 23.0. Descriptive statistics and inferential statistics were
done for analyzing the data. P value <0.05 was considered statistically significant.

Results

Of 100 dental students, 54% were males and 46% were females. Among those, 37% were
undergraduates and 63% were postgraduates. 69% of students reported that they are
receiving training in the provision of dental care for geriatric subjects. About 48 % of dental
students showed a willingness to work for elderly patients and 52% of students showed no
interest in geriatric dentistry.[Table 1]. Most of the postgraduate students (32%) answered
that the “communication skills with elderly patients” is very important. There is no
significant association between the year of study and communication skills. (Chi-square,
p>0.05- not significant).[Graph 1] Only 17% of undergraduate students agree that knowledge
of geriatric dental care is very important whereas 23% of postgraduate students agree that
knowledge is very important. Postgraduate responses were higher when compared to
undergraduate students' responses. There is no significant association between the year of
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study and knowledge of geriatric dental care. (Chi-square, p>0.05- not significant).[graph 2]
Regarding barriers to providing elderly care, approximately half of the postgraduate dental
students(21%). [graph 3] believed that the financial ability of the elderly patient to pay for
services, lack of appropriate facilities in dental offices, and insufficient knowledge of
geriatric dental care are common barriers. There is no significant association between the
year of study and financial status of elderly patients. (Chi-square, p>0.05- not significant).
About 21% of the postgraduate dental students opted that follow- up of the elderly patients is
very important for the provision of dental care. There is no significant association between
the year of study and follow up of the elderly patients. (Chi-square, p>0.05- not significant)
[graph 4]. Most of the postgraduate dental students(27%) believe that looking after old
people is our duty whereas undergraduate students(16%) showed very little responses when
compared to PG students. There is no significant association between the year of study and
looking after old people. (Chi-square, p>0.05- not significant) [graph 5].

Discussion

This study was designed to explore dental students’ knowledge of geriatric dental care and
their attitudes toward the elderly. The rapid growth of the elderly population emphasizes the
need for geriatric dental care knowledge in dental professionals.(39) Dental providers beliefs,
attitudes, and comfort level with treating older patients are major factors in encouraging or
discouraging dental care utilization by the elderly. Some studies addressed dental students'
opinions about treatment of the elderly in long- term care facilities, but few studies have
focused on dental students' barriers for providing dental care for elderly patients.(12). In this
study, most of the postgraduate dental students’ showed positive attitudes toward the elderly
which was similar to the study done by Gupta et al.(11) In the present study, the male
students had comparatively more positive attitudes than the female students, which was
coinciding with the statement given by Gupta et al. Hatami et al surveyed the undergraduate
dental student’s attitudes and knowledge of geriatric dental care in Iran. He concluded that
only a minor percentage of undergraduate dental students had high levels of knowledge of
geriatric dental care and attitudes toward elderly people. This study coincides with the results
of our study.(12)Alaee et al. (40) also reported that the majority of undergraduate dentists
were not well aware of the geriatric dentistry (88.5 and 11.5% had poor and moderate
knowledge, respectively). However, in our study, the majority of the participants had
moderate knowledge. Adequate communication skills with elderly patients, 33% of
postgraduate and 14% of undergraduate students were considered as very important barriers.
The study participants’ inadequate knowledge of geriatric dental care, poor communication
skills, and lack of confidence in management of elderly patients are the important barriers to
dental provision to the elderly care. Regarding attitudes, males are more positive than
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females, and it seems that male dental students’ were more caring and empathetic toward the
elderly in the provision of dental care. Some of the reasons for unwillingness to provide
dental care for elderly patients are mainly influenced by gender. In this study two reasons
were affected by gender: “self-confidence in patient’s management” and “elderly patients’
compliance through treatment”. Patient compliance with treatment plans was reported to be a
major factor that encourages or discourages dental providers’ provision of dental services. In
this study, female dental students expressed greater difficulties in knowledge about geriatric
dentistry.

Communication between dentists, geriatric patients and their families is an important factor
in the achievement of dental care in this age group.(41) Dentists should consider the needs
and expectations of elderly patients in order to have an effective treatment plan for these
patients(42). Dental schools should pay increased attention to social aspects of aging and
communication skills in geriatric dentistry.(43) Limitations of the study observed were the
study sample should include a large number of subjects, then the results were more
generalizable.

Conclusion

The study results conclude that the positive attitudes of postgraduate students toward
geriatric patients, even though they are willing to give geriatric dental care, the lack of
knowledge in giving care was one of the observed barriers for the elderly care. There is a
need to improve the knowledge and skills in the management of the elderly so that positive
attitudes can be utilized properly to improve the quality of life of the elderly population in
India. The level of knowledge and attitudes found in the present study can be improved by
conducting regular educational programs.
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Table 1: Distribution of the study subjects according to gender and their responses

Variables Percentage
Gender

Male 54%
Female 46%

Year of study

Undergraduate 37%
Postgraduate 63%

Training in Geriatric Dentistry

Yes 69%

No 31%

Willingness to work for elderly

Yes 48%

No 52%
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Communication skills with elderly patients

Graph 1: Bar chart shows percentage distribution for the statement “communication skills with
elderly patients. Blue color indicates undergraduate students and green colour indicates
postgraduate students. Postgraduate responses were higher when compared to undergraduate
students' responses. (Chi-square, p>0.05- not significant)
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knowledge of geriatric dental care

Graph 2: Bar chart shows percentage distribution for the statement “knowledge of geriatric
dentistry”. Blue color indicates undergraduate students and green colour. Only 17% of
undergraduate students agree that knowledge of geriatric dental care is very important whereas
23% of postgraduate students agree that knowledge is very important. Postgraduate responses
were higher when compared to undergraduate students' responses. (Chi-square, p>0.05-not
significant)
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Financial status of elderly patients

Graph 3: Bar chart shows percentage distribution for the statement “ financial status of elderly
patients ”. Blue color indicates undergraduate students and green colour. Regarding barriers to
provide elderly care, approximately half of the postgraduate dental students(21%) believed that
the financial ability of the elderly patient to pay for services, lack of appropriate facilities in
dental offices, and insufficient knowledge of geriatric dental care are common barriers. (Chi-
square, p>0.05-not significant)
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Follow up of elderly patients

Graph 4: Bar chart shows percentage distribution for the statement *“ Follow up of elderly
patient”. Blue color indicates undergraduate students and green colour indicates postgraduate
students. More than half of the postgraduate dental students (21%) opined that follow- up of the
elderly patients is very important for the provision of dental care. (Chi-square, p>0.05-not
significant)
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Time consuming of elderly patients

Graph 5: Bar chart shows percentage distribution for the statement ““ Time consuming of elderly
patients”. Blue color indicates undergraduate students and green colour indicates postgraduate
students. According to postgraduate dental students time [23%] consuming of elderly patients is
very important. (Chi-square, p>0.05-not significant)
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Looking after old people is a social duty

Graph 6: Bar chart shows percentage distribution for the statement “looking after old people is a
social duty”. Blue color indicates undergraduate students and green colour indicates postgraduate
students. Most of the postgraduate dental students(27%) believe that looking after old people is
our duty whereas undergraduate students(16%) showed very little responses when compared to
PG students. (Chi-square, p>0.05-not significant)
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