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INTRODUCTION

 Oro-dental problems are a major health issue with 
a greater disease burden in developing countries. Un-
fortunately these problems are often overlooked. Not 
only do these problems affect oral health but also com-
promise the quality of life. When it comes to consulting 
a dentist, several factors are considered by the patient 
before he/she chooses a dental service provider. These 
factors include patient related factors otherwise called 
factors internal to the patient and external factors also 
called service related factors. Consideration of these 
factors that patients value most forms a vital element of 
assuring quality services to the patients. Some of these 
factors like expensive treatment, location of the clinic, 
long waiting hours and beliefs of the patient may prove 
to be barriers to utilization of health service while other 
determinants such as charisma, efficiency, competence 

and professionalism of the dental workforce become 
reasons for choosing a particular health care provider 
for some patients. These factors vary from individual to 
individual and between communities. Determination of 
factors that patients consider important in our setting 
i.e. Dental OPDs of public hospitals in Karachi forms 
the objective and rationale of the study.

METHODOLOGY

 This was a cross-sectional study. Data were collect-
ed from patients attending Dental OPDs of different 
public hospitals. The data collection was done during 
the months of July and August 2013. The study sample 
included all the patients who consented and belonged to 
the working age group (age 18- 64) and who visited the 
Dental Out Patient Department (OPD) of the chosen 
hospitals. Furthermore, patients who were students 
from different educational fields other than dentist-
ry, older than 18 years and were working to support 
themselves and their studies were also included.

 A simple questionnaire was filled by the patients 
in OPD which comprised two basic components. First 
component asked about their demographic data and the 
second component inquired about the factors that they 
considered important while choosing dental service. The 
responses to all the inquiries ranged from very high 
to very low. The questions asked were related to what 
patients would prefer while selecting a dental facility. 
Data was analyzed using SPSS.
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 The objective of the study was to determine the factors affecting the patients’ choice of dental 
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characteristics and that preferences vary for different individuals possessing different cultural back-
ground.
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RESULTS

 Five hundred and thirty three patients; 258 (48.4%) 
males and 275 (51.6%) females formed the surveyed 
group. The demographic data included questions regard-
ing their occupation and their salaries/income/pocket 
money. 28.9% (154) of the study population comprised 
salaried people and 42.6% (227) were students working 
to support themselves. The rest of the patients included 
house wives and self-employed people. Of these most 
of them were earning less than PKR 25,000. Questions 
were asked regarding the preferences of patients while 
selecting a dental facility or dentist, and the choices 
varied from highly preferable to least preferable. The 
responses of patients to all the questions are summa-
rized in Table 1. It can be observed that majority of 
the patients; irrespective of their earnings considered 
professional experience, availability of different treat-
ments and clinic environment as highly preferable 
things when choosing a dental facility. Surprisingly 
the consultation fees did not get attention from many. 

 Table 2 summarizes responses of patients in compar-
ison with their ages. There is no significant difference 
in preferences when compared with different ages. This 
shows patients’ preference for dentist’s professional 
experience, availability of different dental treatments 
under one roof and a friendly clinic environment lies 
on the top of priority list irrespective of their ages.

DISCUSSION

 Oral and dental problems contribute greatly to the 
disease burden of Pakistan. Apart from the fact that 
some patients lack access to care there are other pa-
tients who consider certain factors before they choose 
a dental service. These include factors related to the 
patient and those related to the service.

 Patients make judgments in response to the clinical 
experience they have had different individuals have 
different preferences for the dental care provider and 
clinic they want to visit.

 Some authors have grouped the factors under three 

major heads: predisposing factors and enabling factors 
and need based 5, while others have classified these as 
internal factors and external factors.2 An understanding 
of these factors may help in the improvement of patient’s 
access to dental care and also remove the barriers to 
utilization of dental services.

 An observational descriptive study done to find 
out how and why people choose dental school faculty 
as their health providers highlighted many dentist 
related attributes and dental practice related attri-
butes considered vital by the consumers of the service. 
These take into account convenience in appointments, 
quality of care, and professional competence of the 
dentist, reasonable waiting time and attitude of the 
dental team. Another study involving many North 
West European countries provides an insight on pa-
tient’s health care choices. It depicts that a variety of 
patient’s characteristics are responsible for the choices 
they make. Included are characteristics like patient’s 
their age, gender, education status, situation, distance 
and availability of transport etc. In the current study 
most of the patients chose dental services based on 
professional experience, courtesy of staff and a friendly 
environment. Availability of different dental treatments 
was also considered very important. The probable 
reason could be the changing trends and increasing 
awareness resulting in patients preferring restoration 
and conservation of natural teeth rather than getting 
extractions. Throughout the world, social inequalities 
(discrepancy in income and cost of the treatment) have 
been blamed for limited access to dental care and com-
promised oral health, and therefore measures are being 
taken to address the issue. A Nigerian study revealed 
that high cost of the dental treatment was considered 
a barrier to dental treatment utilization and was listed 
next to fear of dental injections.4 In the current study, 
however, consultation fee was a deciding factor for 
some patients and not for others. This could be due to 
the fact that the Dental OPDs of public hospitals have 
very nominal charges and that most of these public 
hospitals are attached to teaching institutions which 
makes it possible to provide dental treatment at a low 
cost. Waiting time were not the reason for choosing 
or rejecting a service in the current study. Ziaei and 
co-researchers did a study to determine patient satis-
faction towards ophthalmic services. They observed 
that physician accessibility and the technical quality 
had the strongest correlation with the level of overall 
satisfaction and choice of health care providers while 
physical setting and financial aspects had the weakest. 
Researchers have stated that educational status and 
occupation of the patients were also determinants of 
patient satisfaction and therefore a reason to choose 
the service. In this study it was noted that age has no 
association with patient’s preferences when they choose 
a dental service.Fig 1: Gender distribution of the study participants
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TABLE 1: COMPARISON OF PATIENT’S PREFERENCES WITH RESPECT TO THEIR SALARY

Salary in PKR

 <25,000 
(%) 

n=276

25,000-
49,000 (%) 

n=105

50,000-
74,000 (%) 

n=72

75,000-
90,000 (%) 

n=32

100,000 
& more 
(%) n=48

Mean 
(%)

Professional Experience       

High 75.72 75.23 72.22 71.8 72.9 73.57

Medium 13.04 17.14 22.22 15.62 14.5 16.5

Low 11.23 7.61 5.55 12.5 12.5 9.88

Courtesy of the staff       

High 75.81 78.09 70.83 71.17 64.58 72.096

Medium 14.4 15.23 25 18.75 27.08 20.092

Low 8.69 6.66 4.16 9.37 8.33 7.442

Consultation Fees       

High 47.46 50.47 59.72 59.37 43.75 52.154

Medium 37.3 36.19 23.61 34.37 43.75 35.044

Low 15.21 13.33 16.66 6.25 12.5 12.79

Location of the Clinic       

High 55.79 71.42 66.66 71.87 60.41 65.23

Medium 35.14 24.76 26.38 21.87 35.41 28.712

Low 9.07 3.82 6.96 6.26 4.18 6.058

Personal Referrals       

High 53.26 66.66 75 62.5 52.08 61.9

Medium 32.97 23.8 16.66 28.12 39.58 28.226

Low 13.77 9.54 8.34 9.38 8.34 9.874

Availability of different 
treatments

      

High 69.92 77.14 76.38 81.25 77.08 76.354

Medium 22.46 20.95 20.83 12.5 20.83 19.514

Low 7.62 1.91 2.79 6.25 2.09 4.132

Waiting Time       

High 51.81 49.52 65.27 59.37 35.41 52.276

Medium 23.91 26.66 25 25 31.25 26.364

Low 24.28 23.82 9.73 15.63 33.34 21.36

Clinic Environment       

High 74.63 78.09 80.55 81.25 72.91 77.486

Medium 14.85 17.14 11.11 9.37 6.25 11.744

Low 10.52 4.77 8.34 9.38 20.84 10.77
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TABLE 2: PREFERENCES WITH REFERENCE TO THEIR AGE

Age

 18-25 (%) 
n=276

26-33 (%) 
n=119

34-41 (%) 
n=73

42-49 (%) 
n=41

50+ (%) 
n=24

Mean 
(%)

Professional Experience       

High 75.72 69.75 73.97 80.49 79.17 75.82

Medium 13.04 21.01 17.81 14.63 8.33 14.97

Low 11.23 9.24 8.22 4.88 12.50 9.21

Courtesy of the staff       

High 73.91 73.94 79.45 78.04 70.83 75.234

Medium 18.11 15.12 17.8 19.51 16.66 17.44

Low 7.98 10.94 2.75 2.45 12.51 7.326

Consultation Fees       

High 49.63 47.05 61.64 60.97 16.66 47.19

Medium 38.76 30.25 31.5 21.95 62.5 36.992

Low 11.61 22.70 6.86 17.08 20.84 15.818

Location of the Clinic       

High 56.88 66.38 78.08 65.85 37.5 60.938

Medium 35.5 27.73 17.8 21.95 54.16 31.428

Low 7.62 5.89 4.12 12.20 8.34 7.634

Personal Referrals       

High 53.62 68.9 61.64 73.17 45.83 60.632

Medium 32.6 24.36 28.76 17.07 37.5 28.058

Low 13.78 6.74 9.60 9.76 16.67 11.31

Availability of different 
treatments

      

High 71.73 76.47 76.71 78.04 62.5 73.09

Medium 22.1 18.48 20.54 21.95 25 21.614

Low 6.17 5.05 2.75 0.01 12.50 5.296

Waiting Time       

High 50 53.78 60.27 63.41 25 50.492

Medium 27.17 23.52 21.91 17.07 37.5 25.434

Low 22.83 22.70 17.82 19.52 37.50 24.074

Clinic Environment       

High 77.89 76.47 75.34 75.6 62.5 73.56

Medium 12.31 14.28 17.8 14.63 12.5 14.304

Low 9.80 9.25 6.86 9.77 25.00 12.136
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 There is a widespread belief that the likelihood of 
dental services utilization will increase if the clinics were 
located nearby. Surprisingly, it did matter to some of 
the patients of present study, but it was not a deciding 
factor for most of the patients, probably because they 
considered the professional experience of the service 
provider, physical conditions of the environment and 
the interpersonal factors more important. Low income 
and educationally deprived may choose practices based 
on consultation fees but the current study results sug-
gested that they consider professional experience more 
important than the consultation fees.

CONCLUSION

 There is a complex interaction between patients’ 
choices and service- providers’ characteristics. Prefer-
ences vary for different individuals possessing different 
cultural background. In the current study, most of the 
patients chose dental services based on professional 
experience, courtesy of staff and a friendly environment. 
Availability of different dental treatments under one 
roof was also considered important by many. Consul-
tation fees was a deciding factor for some patients and 
not for others, while nearby location and waiting time 
were not the reason for choosing or rejecting a service.
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