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Stay in Good 
Company
Employers that spend more 
on preventive care spend 
less on costly claims over 
the long run
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Good Companies 
Promote Oral Health
When most people think about oral health, they 
likely think about having a nice smile or avoiding 
a toothache. While these are certainly sensible 
goals, they only scratch the surface of oral care. 
Many Americans don’t fully understand the 
effect their oral health can have on their overall 
well-being and quality of life, not to mention how 
regular dental visits can prevent more serious 
and costly issues in the future. 

For employees and employers, this disconnect 
between oral health and overall health can be a 
costly one, both medically and financially. The 
reality is, employers that champion preventive 
care can improve the health of employees and 
their company as a whole.

With insights from Guardian’s 5th Annual 
Workplace Benefits Study, “Dental Benefits: 
Building a Bridge to Oral Health and Wellness,” 
this ebook aims to help employers play a greater 
role in how dental benefits are used at their 
companies to not only improve health outcomes, 
but also reduce dental costs by 16% over the long 
run. Read on to learn more.

Preventive care pays off 
Employer groups that spend more on 
preventive care have 16% lower combined 
dental claims costs.
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What is Good Oral Health?
Most adults would consider oral health to be a high priority. But does 
this only mean being pain-free or having a nice smile? Within this 
narrow definition, it’s not surprising that most adults believe their oral 
health is good or excellent — even when skipping regular dentist visits.

Working Americans view their oral health as:
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Nevertheless, more than 1 in 4 working adults fail to go to the dentist 
once a year — even though most have dental coverage that includes at 
least one annual preventive visit. This suggests that millions of adults 
may be missing out on preventive care that could help prevent more 
serious and costly issues down the road.
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Nearly 50 million working 
adults have skipped the 
dentist for at least two years.
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Who’s Going to the Dentist  
and How Often
Frequency of dentist visits varies widely by demographic. Not 
surprisingly, high earners and baby boomers are the most likely to 
visit a dentist twice a year. Following these groups are: women, 
people employed by larger companies, and people who live in urban  
or suburban areas. 

What percentage of employees visit a dentist twice a year?

On the other hand, millennials are among the least likely to go to the 
dentist twice a year, although more than 75% of them have some 
form of dental coverage.
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Patient Loyalty and Networks
When it comes to selecting a dentist, it’s not just about location.  
It’s also about loyalty and cost. Over 60% of working Americans  
have been going to the same dentist for at least three years, and  
32% have been with the same dentist for 10 years.  

Patients also care about cost. Having a large selection of dentists 
in their network encourages people to go to the dentist more often 
while cultivating relationships that stay strong for the long haul.

These statistics indicate how important a network is when 
choosing a dentist. 

Years with current dentist

Key factors in selecting a dentist

Dentist loyalty = 
more frequent visits and better health
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Reasons for infrequent dentist visits1
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Don’t have time to go to the dentist
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How Cost Impacts 
Preventive Care
For better or worse, the perceived cost of dental services is the 
number one reason 4 out of 10 adults choose to forgo dentist visits. 
The level of concern about cost varies by household income, with 
households making less than $50,000 citing cost more often.

4 out of 10
adults would switch 

dentists for 20% lower 
out-of-pocket costs, 

despite patient loyalty.
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Cost pressures can lead individuals to seek lower cost services or 
avoid dental care altogether. About 20% of adults would be willing 
to switch dentists to reduce their out-of-pocket costs by 10%. 
And double that would exchange dentists for a 20% reduction in 
out-of-pocket costs.

Likelihood to switch dentists (based on costs)
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10% reduction 
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40%

20% reduction 
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People who visit the dentist less than once a year or haven’t been 
with their current dentist very long are the most likely to switch 
to lower their out-of-pocket costs. 

Likelihood to switch dentists  
(by frequency of dental visits)
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Changes to dental benefits plans in the 
last five years

Higher Out-of-Pocket 
Costs and Reduced 
Benefits Are on the Rise
A quarter of working Americans report cost-related changes 
to their dental benefits in the past five years. The bad news is, 
workers who experience higher costs due to such changes are 
more likely to avoid using dental care services. 

For example, more than 40% have delayed recommended  
procedures or skipped exams, X-rays, and tests as a result of 
higher out-of-pocket costs. Unfortunately, this behavior can 
lead to bigger expenses in the future.

Among Workers Among Employers
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25% of adults delay  
dental care when their  
out-of-pocket costs rise.

Likelihood of changing dental care behavior
Differences by workforce subgroups
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Benefit Levels and 
Preventive Care Utilization
More than 8 in 10 working adults have some form of dental 
coverage, up from 77% in 2012. A majority of that coverage is 
provided through employer-sponsored dental plans.

Young millennials (age 22–29) are the most likely to have 
purchased dental coverage outside the workplace (13%) and 
least likely to have it available through their employer (57%).

The percent of U.S. adults who 
purchased dental insurance 
outside the workplace has 
doubled since 2012.

Working Americans with dental coverage
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Working Americans with dental 
benefits are twice as likely to 
receive preventive care.

Access to dental insurance encourages the use of preventive 
services. More than 70% of working adults with dental coverage 
visit the dentist at least once a year. That drops to 40% when 
there is no insurance.

Despite the wider availability of group dental benefits and 
individual dental insurance, certain segments of the workforce 
are less likely to have access to dental coverage, including young 
millennials, recent hires, lower-income households, and those 
working for smaller firms. 

Workers least likely to have dental coverage 
(percentage with dental benefits)
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Why Regular Preventive  
Care is Critical
Working Americans who go for regular preventive care are more 
likely to report better oral health. Because they’re receiving regular 
cleanings and exams, they’re less likely to need expensive major 
treatment over time. Guardian tested this hypothesis by analyzing 
dental claims data from 2011 to 2017.

Groups that spent more (39%) PMPM on preventive care spent 
86% less on major restorative claims and experienced a savings of 
16% on total preventive and major claims costs (vs. groups with low 
preventive utilization).

Preventive Claims:
Over six years, employer groups with high preventive 
utilization spent more on preventative care

Major Claims:
But the same group spent significantly less on  
major dental services

Total Spend:
And had lower combined dental  claim costs  
(preventative + major)

Groups with relatively high 
preventive utilization spent 

an average of:2 

Employers with relatively low 
preventive utilization spent  

an average of: 

$12.55 $9.04

$0.98 $7.07

$13.35 $16.11
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Good oral health goes beyond the smile

Maintaining good oral health can help adults avoid serious  
related health issues.

Manage diabetes: Periodontal infections contribute 
to problems with glycemic control, thus compromising 
the health of diabetic patients.3

Lower the risk of heart disease: The inflammation 
associated with periodontal disease has a high potential 
to contribute to coronary artery disease.3 

Contribute to a healthy pregnancy: Studies have 
indicated that mothers with high levels of certain  
oral bacteria were found to have children with similarly 
high levels of bacteria, predisposing a higher risk of 
tooth decay.3

Boost self-esteem: Research shows that healthy teeth 
and gums are important to a person’s self-esteem and 
how they feel about themselves.
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How to Increase Use of 
Preventive Services
Given the positive impact of preventive care on oral health and 
wellness, employers should encourage employees and their 
families to go for regular cleanings and exams. Here are some  
ways this can be accomplished.

Meet or exceed industry standards
• Cover preventive services at 100% (not 80% or 90%)

• Include a minimum of two cleanings per year

• Consider adding a third cleaning, especially if there 
is a high incidence of basic/major claims, or for 
those with other medical risks

Expand your plan’s definition of 
preventive services

• Exclude preventive services from being counted 
toward the plan’s annual maximum

• Waive the deductible for preventive services, 
especially for in-network preventive services

Incentivize Use of In-network Providers
• Identify and promote in-network dentists most 

utilized by employees to minimize disruption, manage 
costs, and increase use of preventive services 

• Build plan member confidence in the quality of care 
(in-network providers are required to go through a 
rigorous credentialing process)  

• Enhance in-network benefits (e.g., an extra cleaning 
for those who need it and exclude preventive care 
from plan maximum)

• Streamline claim submission and payment  
process for the plan member (e.g., less paperwork, 
no balance billing) 

Enhance plan member communication
• Encourage use of risk assessment tools so 

that employees and their dentists can better 
understand their risk for dental disease

• Distribute periodic reminders that preventive 
care services are covered and indicate the level of 
benefits provided

• Explain the importance of preventive  
services in improving oral health and reducing  
out-of-pocket costs

• Educate employees about the relationship 
between oral health and overall wellness
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To discover more 
about how Guardian 
prioritizes preventive 
care in our plans, visit 
 
guardiananytime.com

Sources: 

1 “Analysis of Harris Poll Survey Data,” 2015, ADA Health Policy Institute.
2 “Guardian Dental Claims Analysis: Preventive – Major Utilization Ratios,” 2017, Guardian Dental.
3 “Oral Health and Overall Health: Why a Healthy Mouth is Good for Your Body,” 2018, Colgate Professional. 
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