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Background
NHS England (NHSE) South West is looking to re-commission special dental services in the South 
West in 2019.  NHSE and NHS Improvement wanted to gather feedback from patients, potential 
patients, carers and advocates of those using special care dental services in the following areas:

•	 Cornwall and Isles of Scilly

•	 Devon

•	 Wiltshire

•	 Gloucestershire

•	 Somerset

•	 Bristol, North Somerset and South Gloucestershire (BNSSG)

Special care dentistry is concerned with the improvement of the oral health of individuals and 
groups in society who have a physical, sensory, intellectual, mental, medical, emotional or social 
impairment or disability; or, more often, a combination of these factors.  Those who use special 
dental services include:

•	 People suffering from anxiety and/or extreme phobia of dental treatment

•	 People with learning disabilities and/or autism

•	 People with physical disabilities

•	 People experiencing dementia

•	 Patients who need bariatric equipment

•	 People undergoing treatment for cancer

•	 Some homeless people

The service in Somerset is provided by Somerset Partnership NHS Foundation Trust.

Healthwatch Somerset were approached to help with this work. We were keen to get involved to 
ensure that local people are engaged with and have their voices heard in this re-commissioning 
process.

The engagement work ran from 27 August to 4 October 2019.
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Figure 1.  Twitter post example

Communications and engagement
Our communications and engagement approach was as follows: 

•	 We posted links to the survey on social media.  This was on our Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn 
pages (see Figure 1. and Figure 2.)

•	 We put a link to the online and easy read survey on the Healthwatch Somerset website: https://
healthwatchsomerset.co.uk/news/do-you-or-someone-you-care-for-use-nhs-special-care-
dental-services-in-the-south-west/ 

•	 We also linked to the survey in our September e-bulletin newsletter which goes to 221 people 
(see Figure 3.)

•	 The survey was also included in the Somerset Parent Carer Forum newsletter.

Figure 2.  Facebook post example



5 The views of Somerset residents

Impact:

Posts to Facebook had a combined reach of 610 people; 14 people clicked through to the survey and 
six people reacted to the posts.  On Twitter the posts had 1,368 impressions and ten engagements 
(likes, retweets etc.).  On LinkedIn, the posts reached 18 people.  The website had 32 page views, and 
six people clicked through to the survey.

Figure 3.  E-bulletin example
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Focus groups
A trained volunteer from Healthwatch Somerset visited Wincanton Coffee Morning which is run by 
the Parent Carer Forum.  This was held on Friday 19 September 2019 at 10am.

In attendance were seven parent carers and two members of staff from 
the NHS Commissioning Support Unit.

The discussion was broken down into the following themes:

•	 The Service

•	 Travel

•	 Making the service easier to use

•	 Communication

•	 High Street Dentists

However, as some had not used the service, discussion was mostly focused on high street dentists.

The service

Initially only one parent said they had had experience of the Special Care 
Dental Service which was at Yeovil, and this was for her child to have teeth 
extracted.  However, on further exploration, three others had gone there too 
for similar treatment.  The parents concerned had not realised that it was a 
specialist service.  They had all been referred by their NHS dentist.

The child of one parent had been referred to Yeovil but her child was 
deemed ‘too complex’ for them, so they had then been referred on to Bristol.

The parents who had had experience of taking their child to Yeovil said that the time from referral 
to appointment was very varied - six weeks, eight months and three years.  They were given a 
pamphlet about going into hospital for teeth extraction but there was no choice of appointment 
time.  In one case the parent and child arrived at 7.30am but the surgery only took place at 12 noon 
which meant a long wait for the child which was quite upsetting.  Specific appointment times would 
therefore be really helpful.

However, once they were there the treatment was described as ‘fantastic’ by one parent and this 
was echoed by the others.  Staff on reception were helpful and the staff involved in the treatment 
made the child feel comfortable and took things at their pace.  The facility was clean and they were 
given a sheet about post-operative care and a few ‘plugs’ in case the child’s socket started bleeding 
again after the surgery.  One parent had inquired about regular appointments at Yeovil but was told 
that they could not take on any child on a regular basis.

A home visit was not seen as wanted by any of the parents.  One parent explained that the home is 
a ‘safe space’ for their child and didn’t think it would be useful to introduce a clinical exam, which 
could cause ’distress’ and ‘negative associations’.  It was clear from her comments that her child has 
a number of physical and mental disabilities due to a rare metabolic condition.  She commented 
that she has a very good community nurse and support from the medical team at Bristol for her 
child’s condition.
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Travel

Frome and Yeovil were the closest locations for special care dental services in Wincanton – travel 
time is around 30 minutes when there is little traffic.  All respondents would take a car.

One idea put forward was to have a travelling dental surgery (like there are currently for 
mammography screening or chemotherapy) to visit the villages with the special care dentist and to 
give check ups for children with special needs.

Making the service easier to use

Times of appointments were explored with parents having different 
ideas - possibly a Saturday morning or out of school hours.  Most parents/
carers would prefer not to take their children out of school, as this can 
affect their routine.

The parent who’s child had been referred to a Bristol clinic commented 
that the unit was not well sign posted, and that she only knew where it 
was due to having visited the Children’s Hospital and the Eye hospital 
previously.  They found that parking was not available near the hospital, 
instead she had to park in Cabot Circus (a shopping centre) which was a 
stressful experience for her and her child. 

Those who had visited the clinic in Yeovil found that parking at the centre was ‘very tight’, due to 
there only being five spaces in front of the facility.

Communication

Parents and carers reported that they didn’t receive any communications, aside from an 
appointment letter, before their appointment.  When at the special care dental clinic, parents/carers 
were given an information pamphlet aimed at children.

Given the lack of knowledge about the Special Care Dental Service the parents were asked about 
how to get the information to them.  Most do not have time to ‘search the internet’ so written easily 
accessible information was their choice.

The following suggestions were made:

•	 When parents receive the diagnosis of their child’s condition, 
healthcare professionals should include information about the 
service in the ‘welcome pack of information’.  There is a lot to 
take in initially, but the parents would have the information 
there to refer to later.

•	 Include information in Somerset Choices, the directory of 
services - it was not known whether or not the Special Care 
Dentistry is there already.

•	 Send information about the service via the school the child attends.

•	 Have information in GP surgeries and NHS Dental surgeries.

•	 Give copies to care agencies.

•	 Give copies to health visitors.

•	 Give copies to carers’ groups.
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High Street Dentists

For all of those present, except the mother whose child has not seen a 
dentist for three years, using the local NHS dentist worked best for their 
child and them.

All the parents except one took their child to NHS high street dentists 
in Wincanton and Castle Cary.  They were all positive about the way 
their child was treated.  Continuity of the same dentist and their attitude 
are both key to successfully treating their child was the view of all the 
parents present.  The surgeries make sure that their child always sees the 
same dentist.  At one surgery, the dentist has a child with autism and this 
makes them much more understanding about the needs of an autistic child.  The NHS dentists seen 
by the children take time to build up the confidence of the child and to take things at their pace.

For one parent and child, the surgery will book in the last appointment of the day, meaning there is 
no pressure to get treatment finished in order to move on to the next patient.

The parents prefer to use an NHS dentist as for some it is a ‘family thing’ - all the children go, 
including the one with autism.  It is also more convenient to have a local dentist.  The one parent 
who did not go to an NHS dentist said her child had not seen a dentist for three years (since the 
teeth extractions in Bristol).

Clinic visits
Two trained Healthwatch Somerset volunteers visited NHS Taunton Dental Access Centre on  
3 October 2019 between 9:30am and 12:30pm.

We spoke to three patients and three carers.  Six people completed the surveys, and two people 
refused to complete them.  There were two cancellations at the surgery for the morning session.

Aside from completing the surveys, one patient commented that they ‘didn’t know this was a 
surgery for special needs’. 
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Survey responses
We ran an online survey from the 27 August to 4 October 2019.  A total of 33 people started the 
survey.  Thirteen people completed it and a summary of their answers is shown below. 

CAN YOU TELL US ABOUT YOUR LAST OR CURRENT VISIT

1.  Are you…

Six people were a parent of a child using the service, three were service users and two were carers 
for someone using the service.  One person was a parent of a child who could not access the 
service, and one person was a parent of an adult using the service.

2.  Which clinic have you attended or are attending? 

Five people skipped this question.  Table 1. shows the clinics accessed.

3.  Please confirm if you (or the person you are answering on behalf of) have used 
special care dental services in the last year.

One person skipped this question.

Eleven people had used special care dental services in the last year.  One person was not sure.

4.  Which of the following special care dental services have, or the person you 
represent, used in the last year?

Six people had a routine check-up, six people had received treatment, three had urgent care and 
two had none of these.

5.  Who referred you (or the person you took) to the special care dental service?

Four people referred themselves.  Three people were referred by their dentist, and three were 
referred by their GP.

One person was told that they could not be referred without going to a ‘normal’ dentist first, but 
their child had refused to go.  Therefore, they have not been able to get a referral.

One person had been referred by their previous Dental Access Service in a different county.

One person did not know who referred them.

Clinic Response total

Bridgwater 3

Frome 2

Glastonbury (now closed) 2

Taunton 1

Yeovil 1
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6.  Special care dental services provide treatment to people with the following 
conditions/backgrounds.  [Tick all that apply to you, or the person you represent]

The top five conditions reported were:

1.	 Physical disabilities (4 people)

2.	 Autism (4 people)

3.	 Dental phobia (3 people)

4.	 Learning Disability (3 people)

5.	 Mental Health Issues (2 people)

HOW DID YOU GET TO YOUR APPOINTMENT

7.  How did you travel to your most recent special care dental service appointment?  
[Please select your main form of transport only]

One person skipped this question.

Ten people travelled by car.  One person travelled on foot, and one person took a taxi.

8. a) At what time of day was your appointment? 

Most of the respondent’s appointments were between 10:00 and 15:00 (9 people). Three people had 
appointments between 15:00 and 18:00. One person had an appointment between 07:00 and 10:00. 

8. b) Was this convenient?

Five people skipped this question.

All of those who answered the question said that it was convenient (seven who had 10:00 to 15:00, 
one who had 15:00 to 18:00).

9.  If you came by car, was it possible to find a convenient place to park in the 
hospital or clinic car park?

Of those who came by car, nine said that they found a convenient place to park. The one respondent 
who did not, had attended the Glastonbury clinic. 

10.  If you are a blue badge holder, were you able to park in one of the marked bays?

Six people answered this question. Five people were able to park in the marked bays, and one 
person could not. This person was visiting the Glastonbury clinic.  

11.  Once you arrived at the clinic, was the special care dental service easy to find?

Ten people said that it was very easy to find the service. Two people said it was fairly easy. One 
person was not sure. 

12.  Was it easy to get through the main entrance and move around in the clinic? 

Eleven people said it was easy to get through the main entrance and move around the clinic. One 
person said it was not, and they had attended the Glastonbury clinic. One person was not sure.	  
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YOUR MOST RECENT APPOINTMENT 

13.  Thinking about your most-recent treatment, or the treatment you are having 
today, how long did you have to wait for your appointment to see a dentist?

Seven respondents had waited up to one month.  Two had waited up to three months.  Four people 
had waited more than six months for an appointment.

14. a)  Thinking about your last or current appointment, how satisfied were/are you 
that the clinic where you received your dental treatment had the right equipment 
or adaptations for your physical or medical needs?

Seven respondents were very satisfied and five were satisfied.  One person was very dissatisfied, 
although they did not give the name of the clinic they had attended.

14. b)  If you were not satisfied, please could you let us know what equipment or 
adaptations you needed which weren’t provided or what else led to you not being 
satisfied?

Four people responded to this question.

Two responses were relating to the referral and appointment booking process:

Two responses were relating to practicalities at appointments:

15.  Were any of the following available for you if you needed them?  [Please tick all 
that apply to you]

Five people answered this question.  Three ticked wheelchair access, one ticked headrest and one 
ticked sedation.

16. a)  Was a home visit offered to you?

12 people said no, and one person said yes.

“Not able to access direct referrals via health professionals.”

“My daughter was told she would receive an appointment for a root canal filling and it may take 
a year.  Surely this is unacceptable as the tooth will deteriorate.  Then that appointment was 
cancelled and another made.  When my daughter rang they then said they would not do the 
original treatment planned.  This was our poorest interaction with an NHS service ever.  They 
stated sedation would not be available now.”

“For children with autism the bright lights and sounds of dental drills can be overwhelming.  
Consider appointment times at the beginning of the day, a quiet zone for them and dimming all 
unnecessary lights.”

“Unable to park on site, and had to use stairs to get up to the clinic room.”
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16.b)  Would you have preferred a home visit?  If so, please explain why.

Two people would have preferred a home visit.  When asked to explain why, the respondents said:

17.  What information did you receive before, during and after your appointment, 
whether written or verbal?

Nine people responded to this question, although one person said it was not applicable to them.  
Most of the information was given before the appointment, and in various formats (e.g. telephone, 
letters and verbally).

Before appointment

During appointment

After appointment

“My daughter has sensory processing which is worse in public.  She has dental anxiety and 
refuses to go to a normal dentist and nobody will refer us to the special one.”

“My daughters are calmer in their own home environment and feel more in control.”

“Date, day, time of appointment and clinic location.  I phoned to check details and on 
phoning discovered the clinic for the planned appointment would not be able to provide the 
appointment due to staff shortages, so it would be held at a different location (a location we had 
used in the past when we lived in that area).”

“Absolutely all information I needed to decide what treatment etc.  Most consideration given to 
myself regarding my fears etc.”

“Confirmation of appointment and text reminding us.”

“Telephone and letter with appointment.”

“Verbal advice on where to find the practice, and what to do when we arrived.”

“On arriving at clinic, we were taken to a different room for the appointment to the usual room.  
We weren’t told about this before the appointment so my child struggled to process this and 
needed a lot of support to go to a different room.”

“We weren’t given any written information for a follow up appointment after our visit.”

“Review of daughter’s dental health, advice on how to check my daughter’s teeth at home.”
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OVERALL EXPERIENCE

18.  What would have improved your experience of using this service?

Nine people answered this question, although three respondents had no negative feedback or 
suggestions for improvement.

Areas for improvement mentioned by the remaining six respondents were:

1.	 Better communication:  “Communication from the Dental Access Clinic who originally made 
our appointment to notify us there would be a change of location, rather than me phoning 
them.”

2.	 Up to date staff training:  “Having a dentist with up to date knowledge of learning difficulties 
would be advantageous.  We had a dentist who told us he had come out of retirement to ensure 
service users were getting their appointments, so while the check up treatment was okay his 
knowledge perhaps needed updating to current best practice.”

3.	 Better equipment:  “More advanced x-ray facilities to accommodate my physical disability 
better.”

4.	 Keep service:  “To know that the service and staff are valued.  To expand and not cut back on 
this service that works so well against many that don’t.”

5.	 Use the same room for each appointment for familiarisation.

6.	 Allow children to be referred by someone other than a ‘regular’ dentist.

19.  Would you have preferred to receive your care at your high street dentist?

Only one person would have preferred to receive care at a high street dentist:

20. Thinking about your most recent treatment, how satisfied were you, or the 
person you represent, with the information provided before, during and after your 
appointment?

 
Very 

satisfied
Satisfied

Neither 
satisfied or 
dissatisfied

Dissatisfied
Very 

dissatisfied
Don’t 
know

Response 
total

Before your 
appointment 7 4 1 0 0 1 13

During your 
appointment

8 3 0 1 0 1 13

After your 
appointment

7 3 1 0 1 1 13

“If she could have offered sedation.  My daughter has been told she will have to pay for this now.”
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21.  Overall, how would you rate the following aspects of your experience of Special 
Care Dental Service services?

ABOUT YOU

22.  What is your postcode

One person did not answer the question. 

The postcode areas of respondents can be seen in figure 3.

23.  Which of these best describes how you think of yourself? (gender)

Eight respondents were female, two were male and three chose not to say. 

Very 
satisfied

Satisfied
Neither 

satisfied or 
dissatisfied

Dissatisfied
Very 

dissatisfied
Don’t 
know

Response 
total

Cleanliness 
of facilities 9 3 0 0 0 1 13

Friendliness 
of staff

9 3 0 0 0 1 13

Reception 
facilities

9 5 1 0 0 1 13

Figure 4.  Postcode areas of respondents
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24.  How old are you?

The age group of respondents can be seen in Figure 5.

25.  What is your ethnic group?

Twelve respondents were British, and one respondent did not wish to disclose their ethnic origin.

26.  Which of these best describes what you are doing at the moment?

The employment status of respondents can be seen in Figure 6.

Figure 6.  Employment status of respondents

Figure 5.  Age range of respondents
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Why not get involved?
healthwatchsomerset.co.uk

info@healthwatchsomerset.co.uk

01278 264405

Woodlands House, Woodlands Business Park, Bristol Road, 

Bridgwater, TA6 4FJ

healthwatchsomerset

@HWatchSomerset

healthwatchsomerset

The Healthwatch Somerset service is run by Evolving Communities CIC, a community interest company limited 
by guarantee and registered in England and Wales with company number 08464602. 

The registered office is at Unit 4, Hampton Park West, Melksham, SN12 6LH.

We confirm that we are using the Healthwatch Trademark (which covers the logo and Healthwatch Brand) 
when undertaking work on our statutory activities as covered by the licence agreement
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