
Dental fundamentals 
 
In-demand dental benefits that support well-being
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The last few years have brought renewed consumer appreciation for dental benefits. 
Although dental visits were down overall in 2020, they rebounded in 2021 to exceed  
pre-pandemic levels and nearly a third (30%) of patients with dental insurance say  
the pandemic caused them to value their dental benefits more. 

10 times as many US adults said the pandemic made them  
value their dental benefits more than value them less1 

Access to comprehensive dental benefits is increasingly critical to one’s overall well-
being. Given that dental benefits incentivize visiting the dentist more regularly, employers 
should be aware of where opportunities exist to help provide more access to dental 
care within their workforce. Whether that means offering a new dental plan, increasing 
contributions to dental benefits, or improving employee communications to increase 
awareness around their dental coverage, employers can play an important role in helping 
improve their employees’ oral health.

Nearly 6 in 10 working Americans (58%) with dental  
benefits at work visit the dentist two or more times  
a year, compared to a quarter (25%) of those without  
any coverage.2 

But with limited benefits dollars, especially at small businesses, employers 
understandably want to make the most of their investment and choose plans consumers 
will use and appreciate. This report examines what the most desired dental benefit 
products include based on market trends and employee sentiment about different 
dental product concepts. Several products were tested among consumers, brokers, 
and employers, from diminishing deductibles to child dental benefits and at-home 
orthodontia. We will focus on the top results: those that received the highest marks  
and had the most perceived value. By understanding consumer attitudes and behaviors 
around oral health care, employers can tailor their benefits offerings accordingly to  
better address their workforce’s needs and preferences and to boost dental insurance 
utilization rates.

Introduction
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What do dental consumers want? Reasonable costs, oral health support, and 
coverage for children

When it comes to dental care, consumers are, above all, cost conscious. Perceived expense is the top reason why 
consumers skip dental visits,3 so it’s not surprising that consumers’ top concern regarding dental insurance is 
coverage price (91%). This was followed by coverage options (89%) and the dental insurance carrier’s reputation 
(80%). Cost is such a major factor in pursuing dental care that 4 in 10 say they would switch dentists for 20% lower 
out-of-pocket costs.4 

Here's an overview of how consumers ranked various benefits and features  
of dental insurance plans:

Next to cost, consumers want dental benefits that support oral health and well-being, such as extra annual visits 
covered for people with certain medical conditions. This was prioritized over cosmetic dental benefits. Among 
consumers 18-45 years old, cosmetic features in dental plans are a draw (50% prioritize them), but only just over 
a quarter (26%) of consumers 45 years old and over prioritize them. Though some cite a positive correlation 
between oral appearance and professional confidence, most view cosmetic dental benefits as a “nice to have,”  
not a must-have. 

Another major theme among consumer preferences in dental plans is to have preventive dental coverage  
for children. This is popular among employees, employers, and brokers alike because not only does it  
promote good oral health for children by increasing access to dental care, it sets them up for a lifetime of  
good dental habits.

Dental insurance that saves employees money, improves their overall health and wellness, and provides  
coverage for children are the three main categories of consumers' dental insurance preferences. Focusing on 
these when considering new enhancements will help ensure benefits offerings are aligned with their wishes and 
likelier to be used.

Diminishing deductible and loyalty rewards Critical

Very important

Very important

Important

Important

Important

Moderately important

Moderately important

Not very important

Mobile access to dental benefits information

Medically necessary extra dental visit

Mobile/digital ID card options

Children’s dental coverage

Text communications

Teledentistry

At-home orthodontics

Smart toothbrush

Benefit/feature Consumer importance
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Consumers ranked 
diminishing deductibles  
the number one enhancement 
they’d want in a dental plan. 
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Diminishing deductibles reward employers and their 
employees for sustained relationships with dental carriers  
and regular care

The concept of a diminishing deductible has long been familiar to consumers from the 
auto industry, but is relatively new to the world of dental benefits. In short, diminishing 
deductibles reward longevity with the carrier and good behavior. In the auto insurance 
world, that means rewarding accident- or ticket-free drivers, but in the dental world, 
it rewards employees with a lower annual deductible when their employer maintains a 
continuous relationship with the insurance carrier.

Unsurprisingly, given consumers’ priority on lowering costs associated with dental 
coverage, the diminishing deductible tested at the top of the desired benefits with 
member surveys. In particular, they appreciated its easy-to-understand, simple  
approach to lowering costs. 

Brokers and planholders also view diminishing deductibles as highly valuable to  
employees for promoting cost savings for loyalty and long-term care. Brokers view the 
benefit as valuable to their clients and as a strong incentive for staying with a dental 
carrier long term. 

Diminishing deductibles are worth considering as a dental plan enhancement to save 
money over time, provide a positive financial benefit for employees and their families,  
and reward employees for being consistent in taking care of their teeth.

More than 8 in 10 
consumers said diminishing 
deductibles was a “very likeable” 
dental plan feature and more  
than 3 in 4 said it was “valuable”  
or “very valuable”

“Since medical plan 
deductibles are increasing, 
this would be welcome 
news to the consumer. 
It would also help with 
retention of employees.” 

Planholder
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Full coverage for children’s preventive 
dental care supports parents’ wallets 
and children’s oral health, with positive 
implications for oral health and cost 
prevention down the line.
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Since parents generally prioritize their children’s oral health 
above their own, coverage for children’s dental care is a 
valuable benefit

The American Dental Association (ADA) recommends two preventive dental visits 
per year to maintain good oral health.5 Unfortunately, many adults don’t follow the 
recommendation. However, parents are far more likely to ensure their children receive  
the oral care they need than they are to follow the recommendations themselves.  
Nearly 9 in 10 (89%) say their children’s oral health is important.

Improved dental coverage for employees’ dependents would also go a long way toward 
improving access to care for children if their parents have coverage for those dental visits. 
This is especially true since dental costs account for about 20% of a child’s total health 
care expenses.6 These costs are why full coverage for all child dental services was popular 
among consumers, employers, and brokers alike.

In fact, this was a top-tier benefit plan design option for many brokers and employers: 
while 16% of employers and 20% of brokers ranked it number one/first, 61% of brokers 
and 44% of plan sponsors ranked it top three. 

“Many staff have requested finding a plan with more  
child coverage.” 

Employer

Coverage of preventive dental care for kids would go a long way toward helping parents 
establish good oral health care habits for their children. Down the line, this early habit of 
preventive care will improve the oral health of millions of children and help set them up for 
a lifetime of better oral health and overall lower dental costs.

76%

Report their children 
visit the dentist at 
least 2 times per year
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From teledentistry to tele-orthodontia, consumers value the 
convenience of high-quality oral health care at home

In the past few years, consumers have become accustomed to having increasingly 
sophisticated health equipment and services available from the comfort of their 
home. From Peloton bikes to at-home COVID testing, there’s been growth in both the 
sophistication and ease of access to the ways people can care for their health at home.

Teledentistry is an example of this trend. Attitudes toward teledentistry have 
transformed as a result of the pandemic. In 2019, most consumers expressed skepticism 
around teledentistry, acknowledging that although they’d find it convenient, they had 
difficulty understanding how it would be used. At the time, more than a quarter (28%) of 
consumers said it wasn’t at all important in a dental plan.

The pandemic changed all that. In 2020, as the pandemic necessitated closing dental 
practices for a time, consumers were forced to find alternatives to in-person care. Now, 
many more consumers see value in teledentistry than they did pre-pandemic and 1 in 4 
millennials say teledentistry is an option they’d like to see continue after the pandemic.7 

Of those who see situational value in teledentistry, this is 
when consumers would be most likely to use the benefit:

36% of consumers say at-home orthodontia  
is a “must-have”

More popular among consumers was coverage for at-home clear aligner  
tele-orthodontics. After consumers make impressions of their mouths,  
they then receive aligners via mail according to a specified treatment schedule.

More than 6 in 10 (65%) consumers feel at-home orthodontia would be valuable and 1 in 3 
agree it would greatly impact the likelihood of using their dental benefits more often.

“I currently use clear aligners outside insurance coverage.  
This would be directly beneficial to me.” 

Employee

At-home oral health equipment gains momentum

Smart toothbrushes promote proper brushing and can improve oral health by ensuring 
people brush for the ADA-recommended two minutes and can alert users if they’re 
applying too much pressure. Nonetheless, a smart toothbrush as an oral wellness 
benefit ranked the lowest among consumers. Having a smart toothbrush through dental 
insurance would offer discounted access to the equipment and would be a subscription 
service that automatically delivers replacement brush heads to consumers’ doors when 
they’re due to be replaced.

Nearly half (45%) of consumers like it a great deal, with more than a quarter (27%) 
describing the perk as “something new and different.” But though unique, a smart 
toothbrush as an oral wellness benefit was not viewed as particularly necessary.

4 in 10 
consumers saw value in teledentistry 
in 2021, compared to…

fewer than 1 in 5
in 2019

Consults for future dental work

72%

While traveling

58%

Emergencies

66%
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More than 8 in 10 (83%) adults say 
oral health is important to them, 
although only about half of all 
adults recognize the important 
connection between oral health  
and overall health and wellness.8 
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Access to preventive dental care — including extra visits for 
those who need them — is important to overall well-being

Consumer understanding of the connection between oral health and overall health could 
use improvement, as the average grade on Guardian’s Oral Health Quiz was a D+ (67%).9 
Still, consumers value their oral health and look to dental benefits to help them improve  
or maintain it.

Regular dental visits are an important part of maintaining oral health. Though the ADA 
generally recommends twice-yearly dental visits for adults, certain health conditions, 
such as diabetes, a suppressed immune system, and kidney disease have negative 
implications for oral health. It’s therefore recommended that individuals with these 
conditions visit the dentist three times per year.

Employers and brokers also recognize the necessity of extra cleanings for those who need 
them to improve wellness and minimize the chances of further complications. More than 
one in five (21%) brokers ranked extra dental visits as their top choice among dental plan 
enhancements and nearly half (47%) of employers ranked it in their top three.

“Cleanings should always be encouraged to prevent problems 
down the road that are more expensive.” 

Employer

Preventive care plays an important role in improving oral — and therefore overall — 
health. But one barrier to seeking preventive care is cost and as out-of-pocket costs rise, 
consumers are less likely to visit the dentist. One in five consumers say they’ve skipped 
preventive care because of higher out-of-pocket costs.11 One potential solution that’s  
also budget-friendly on the employer side are plans that only cover preventive care 
but offer an allowance if additional care is needed or savings through a smaller, deeply 
discounted network.

Finally, dental benefits only help improve oral health if they’re used and understood 
properly. That entails using clear, simple language to explain what’s covered in a benefits 
plan and the role of preventive care in oral health. 

Through clear communications about benefits and the importance of preventive care in 
supporting oral health, employers can play a key role in helping improve their workforce’s 
overall oral health.

83%

83% of consumers 
say good oral health is 
“important” or “highly 
important,” although 
just 50% rate their oral 
health as “very good”  
or “excellent”10 

More than 6 in 10 
employees say they want a better 
explanation of what their dental 
plans cover 
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Consumers desire a greater digital experience and clear communications 
about dental benefits

In all aspects of benefits enrollment and utilization, employees show a clear preference for digital 
communications and tools to help them access their benefits more easily.12 It’s no different for dental insurance. 
Consumers want to use mobile technology for several reasons.13

Percentage of consumers who want to use tech to…

Consumers also express interest in text communications and chat. Six in 10 would like to receive texts from 
their dental insurance provider, which could include information on their coverage, reminders about scheduling 
preventive services, and reminders of the value of seeing an in-network dentist. An additional 6 in 10 say they'd 
like to communicate with their dental insurance carrier via chat.

Similarly, mobile or digital dental plan ID card options would enable consumers to save their card to their digital 
wallets on their smartphones. QR codes on the cards would connect to their plan and provider directory, 
providing personalized information readily available at their fingertips.

This convenience factor for membership cards resonates with consumers. One in four (24%) said having mobile ID 
cards would have a positive impact on their experience with a dental insurance carrier. 

When considering dental plans, employers should keep employees’ desire for digital options top of mind, as 
there’s clear enthusiasm for increased use of technology in managing their dental benefits. 

Get explanation of benefits received

69%

Get info on what's covered

68%

Get claims status

66%

Get info on oral health

62%
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Nearly 6 in 10 employees at small 
businesses don’t have access to 
dental insurance.
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A blueprint for boosting dental offerings at small businesses

Employees who work at small businesses are among the segments least likely to  
have dental benefits. At companies with fewer than 100 employees, 59% don’t have 
dental insurance.

That has potentially serious implications for their oral health, as individuals who don’t 
have insurance are less likely to visit the dentist.

Among working Americans who are least likely to go to the 
dentist at least once per year, 65% work for small firms14 

Small business owners are largely aware of the importance of offering an attractive 
benefits package to help support their employees’ well-being. Seven in 10 small business 
owners say they aim to offer a better benefits package than their competitors, which is 
especially key in this tight labor market amid the Great Resignation.15 

One way to make packages more competitive to attract and retain top talent is offering 
a comprehensive range of benefits, including dental. The products outlined in the 
previous pages offer a roadmap for plan design because they’re not only affordable, 
they reflect what consumers want most in a dental plan. Therefore, they're the types 
of enhancements that will help make products more accessible and appealing to small 
businesses and their employees.
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Employees prioritize cost savings, access to regular preventive care for themselves and 
their children, and digital methods of interacting with their benefits. To ensure they’re 
getting the most out of their dental benefits investment, employers should focus any new 
benefits or plan enhancements on three main areas: costs, improving overall oral health 
for adults and children alike, and providing generous benefits to children.

Helping employees save: 

• Find ways to reward consistent dental visits and preventive care, like 
diminishing deductibles, which reduce employees’ costs over time.

• Consider offering plans that focus on generous coverage for preventive 
care, as that’s a top priority for employees.

• Remind employees throughout the year about what their dental benefits 
include and how to use them so they don’t leave money on the table.

• 100% coverage for all preventive children’s dental services not only saves 
your employees money now, it helps support better overall oral health and 
dental visit habits for children. This has positive implications for Americans’ 
overall oral health in the future.

Improving overall oral health:

• Ensure your oral health coverage includes extra visits for those with 
medical conditions that require them.

• Encourage employees to visit the dentist regularly according to  
ADA guidelines.

• Educate employees around the connection between oral health and overall 
health and well-being, spreading educational info via omnichannel 
employee communications including digital channels.

Making dental plan information available at employees’ fingertips:

• Make sure your dental plan offers digital access to employees’ dental 
insurance ID cards, plan documents, etc.

• Look for plans that are easy to understand and provide "jargon-free" 
support materials so they are more likely to use and appreciate  
their benefits.

Conclusion

1

2

3
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Report — Dental fundamentals

Research methodology
There were 857 completed online surveys with Guardian members (inclusive 
of those currently carrying Guardian dental benefits and those who are not). 
Members were among companies under 500 lives and chosen at random.  
Each member reacted to all nine concepts introduced. Data collection:  
Oct. 22nd – Nov. 1st, 2019.
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