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The Crisis in Rural Dentistry

Issues
Rural populations have fewer dentists, lower 
dental care utilization, and higher rates of 
dental caries and permanent tooth loss than 
urban populations.1-5 Reports from the Surgeon 
General4 and the Institute of Medicine6 call for 
more dentists in rural locations. Federal and 
state programs have focused on expanding 
rural dentist supply to increase dental access 
and improve oral health, but efforts may 
need to intensify to meet the needs of rural 
communities.

Evidence
n  Of the 2,050 U.S. rural counties, 1,221 
(60%) are designated dental health professional 
shortage areas (HPSAs).6 
n  In 2008, there were 22 “generalist” (general 
practice, pediatric, or public health) dentists per 
100,000 persons in rural areas compared with 
30 in urban areas, nationally.7 
n  Nationally, rural areas had a higher 
percentage of generalist dentists aged 56 or 
older than urban areas (42% vs. 38%). This 
percentage was 44% in remote rural locations.7 
n  In 2004, dentists working at rural federally-
qualified community health centers (CHCs) 
were in high demand and short supply. Almost 
half of rural CHCs had vacant dentist positions 
for over 7 months.8 

Potential Solutions
The following strategies could be used to bolster 
the rural oral health care workforce:
n  Admit dental students likely to choose rural 
careers, such as those from rural locations. 
n  Focus dental school expansion on the 
shortage of rural providers. 
n  Support rural programs and divisions within dental schools 
and their roles in teaching and mentoring students (e.g., training 
programs in rural general practice and pediatric dentistry).
n  Provide rural experiences during dental education, such as 
rural training tracks.

n  Increase opportunities for dental students and residents 
interested in rural careers to acquire the broad skill set needed 
for rural practice.
n  Support loan repayment programs for dental students who 
enter rural practice. 
n  Enhance the ability of rural communities to recruit and 
retain dentists through locally-driven community, economic, 
and leadership development efforts.
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