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A self reported oral health behaviours survey undertaken in a secure mental health facility 

METHODS

Oral health is an integral aspect of general health and positively 
effects wellbeing. Poor oral health not only has a profound impact on 
a person’s quality of life it has been shown to have wider implications 
on systemic disease1. 

The British Society for Disability and Oral Health (BSDH) highlights 
the profound impact of oral conditions on an individual’s quality of life. 
The society recognises that long stay patients, such as service users 
at a secure mental health facility, experience the same oro-dental 
problems as the general population. However poor oral health may 
add an additional burden to these individuals2. 

Guidelines published by the BSDH have acknowledged a variety of 
reasons why the oral health of long stay residents may be poorer 
than the general population. 

This project sought to understand the current oral health behaviours 
of service users at a secure mental health facility in the North West of 
England. The results of this survey have informed recommendations, 
for both the service users, staff and members of the dental team; 
ensuring that the dental care and treatment offered within the facility, 
is of a high quality, tailored to the needs of the individual service user.

Thank you to all service users who took part in this oral health behaviours survey. Thanks to 
the all the staff at the secure mental health facility who ensured this survey ran smoothly with 
maximum engagement. 
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No existing survey tool was found so an oral health behaviours 
questionnaire was devised and piloted with a small number of service 
users during a monthly service user forum. Following this, all service 
users within the secure mental health facility were invited to 
participate in the survey which was delivered in paper format during 
February 2020. 

The survey was undertaken anonymously between the 4th and 11th of 
February 2020. Prior to the survey launch, the service users were 
informed of the project and information flyers and posters were 
delivered to the ward areas to increase awareness. The survey was 
delivered to 148 service users with 58 responses received.

Service users were asked questions on their general health 
behaviours including smoking status, alcohol intake and dietary 
habits, followed by questions regarding their experience and views of 
dentistry.  

RESULTS

Question Response 

 Text (n) (%)* 

1. Do you have any natural teeth? Yes 
No 

55 
3 

95 
5 

2. Do you wear dentures? Yes 
No 

12 
46 

21 
79 

3. If yes, what type? Top only 
Bottom only 

Top and Bottom 

5 
1 
5 

45 
10 
45 

4. Are your dentures comfortable? Yes 
No 

8 
3 

73 
27 

5. How old are your dentures? Brand new 
1 year old 
2 years old 
5 years old 

Older than 5 years 

3 
0 
1 
2 
4 

30 
0 

10 
20 
40 

6. Is having a healthy mouth important to you? Yes 
No 

53 
4 

93 
7 

7. Do you have a dry mouth? 
Yes 
No 

16 
40 

29 
71 

1. If yes, how do you deal with your dry mouth? Sips of water 
Juice 

Chewing gum 
Sweets 

Saliva substitute 
Other 

10 
13 

0 
4 
1 
4 

31 
41 

0 
12.5 

3 
12.5 

10. Are oral hygiene products provided for you? Yes 
No 

19 
37 

34 
66 

 

Question Response 

 Text (n) (%)* 

1. Do you smoke? Yes 
No 

32 
25 

56 
44 

2. What do you smoke? Cigarettes 
E-Cigarettes 

Shisha 
Other 

25 
10 

0 
6 

61 
24 

0 
15 

1. Have you ever received any advice on how to 
stop smoking? 

Yes 
No 
N/A 

36 
4 
7 

77 
8 

15 

2. Do you drink alcohol? Yes 
No  
N/A 

5 
53 

0 

9 
91 

0 

3. How often do you drink alcohol? Daily 
3-4times a week 

Only at the weekend 
Once a week 

Special occasions 

0 
0 
1 
1 
8 

0 
0 

10 
10 
80 

4. Do you take any drugs that are not prescribed? 
 

Yes 
No 

Prefer not to say 

0 
57 

0 

0 
100 

0 

5. Do you know there is a dentist at this facility Yes 
No 

 

48 
10 

 

83 
17 

 

6. Do you know how to make an appointment or 
request to see a dentist? 

Yes 
No 

48 
10 

83 
17 

9.  Do you choose what you eat? Yes 
No 

55 
3 

95 
5 

10. Are you encouraged to eat a healthy diet? Yes 
No 

45 
10 

82 
18 

 

Table 1: Health Behaviours Table 2: Oral Health

DISCUSSION
Data collected in this survey was compared to results from the adult 
dental health survey (ADHS) 2009. This showed that compared to 
the general population, this cohort of the population, with complex 
mental health needs, experience higher levels of dental disease and 
poor oral health behaviours such as poor attendance with the 
dentist, higher incidence of smoking and poor oral hygiene habits.

Notably, 41% of service users said they only attended the dentist 
when they were advised to do so. This highlights a potential power 
balance in which unless a service user is prompted to attend for a 
check-up, they are unlikely to do so. In a mental health facility, 
where dental appointments are at the request of the service user, 
this further highlights how a person may neglect their oral health, 
leaving potentially harmful dental and oral disease untreated. 

It is encouraging to see that almost 50% of the respondents either 
wanted advice on how to keep their mouth healthy or to improve 
their appearance. This suggests that service users wish to improve 
their oral health. It also identifies a need to receive regular 
preventative advice to help improve oral health behaviours.

Table 3: Mental health facility vs. the Adult Dental Health Survey 2009

RECOMMENDATIONS

The results of this survey have informed recommendations, which have 
been devised to improve the oral health of service users. They are based 
on the guidelines published by BSDH that include; oral health care for 
long-stay patients and residents and the oral health care for people with 
mental health problems2&3

Mental health facility care staff:
– Oral health assessment on admission
– Provide specific oral hygiene advice
– Provide oral health education and promotion
– Identify an Oral Health Champion
– Weekly prompts to service users to encourage attendance at dentist if required

Dental Team:
– Have awareness of guidelines by BSDH
– Work collaboratively with care staff to identify urgent oral health needs upon 

admission
– Screen for oral cancer yearly and at every contact
– Provide oral hygiene instruction and smoking cessation advice at every contact
– Prescribe high concentration fluoride products where indicated
– Provide advice and support to care staff to promote oral health

Service users:
– Brush your teeth twice a day for 2 minutes with a fluoride toothpaste
– After brushing, spit don’t rinse, let the toothpaste work
– Ask to see the dentist if you have concerns about your mouth such as;

• An ulcer that doesn’t heal
• A new red or white patch in your mouth

– Ask for advice on how to keep your mouth healthy
– Only drink water if your mouth is dry
– Eat a healthy diet
– Attend with a dentist for a check up every 6 months

Figure 2. Oral health information poster for service users

Figure 1. Oral health behaviour survey excerpt

http://www.bsdh.org/documents/longstay.pdf

