HEALTHY SMILES START
WITH ACCESS:

ACCESSIBILITY AND AFFORDABILITY
CHALLENGES OF ACCESSING DENTAL
CARE IN NEW YORK STATE FOR
CHILDREN AND YOUTH

By Caitlyn Primiano

Dental Workforce Shortages and Access Challenges

Children in New York State face major barriers to accessing dental care. A report by New York State
Comptroller Thomas P. DiNapoli from August 2025 identifies a shortage of dental professionalsin 16
counties including Allegany, Cattaraugus, Chenango, Delaware, Essex, Franklin, Greene, Hamilton,
Herkimer, Lewis, Schuyler, Steuben, Sullivan, Washington, Wyoming, and Yates. In those areas, the
dentist to population ratio is 3.6 dentists per 10,000 residents, less than half the statewide ratio of 8
dentists per 10,000 residents. In Hamilton county there are no reported dentists at all. According to
Friends of Bassett Healthcare Network the shortages are even more far reaching, impacting 92% of rural
counties in New York State. Roughly 3.4 million people live in areas that are considered rural, and can be
impacted by these shortages. Shortages of dental providers also influence longer wait lists, and less
availability in other areas as families travel to access care at locations accepting their insurance and
create a domino effect influencing availability and wait times.

According to a 2022 survey from University at Albany for Center for Health Workforce Studies other
significant barriers to New Yorkers in accessing needed dental health care included transportation, fears
about going to the dentist, inability to afford dental services, lack of dental providers accepting their
insurance, and services not being covered by dental plans and requiring out of pocket costs.
Transportation is an often cited barrier to accessing healthcare. Not all New York families have access to
public transportation or a private vehicle. Even in areas with public transportation options, they can be
cost prohibitive or difficult and unwieldy to navigate. Medicaid enrollees have also reported difficulties
utilizing Medicaid transportation including the unreliability of arrival and departure times, and even
instances where the Medicaid transportation has not arrived at all.


https://www.osc.ny.gov/files/reports/pdf/rural-health-shortages.pdf
https://oralhealthworkforce.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/CHWS_Consumer-Survey-NY_2024_Final.pdf

Dental Anxiety and Family Experiences

Dental phobias are a serious barrier to dental care. A study published by the Journal of the American
Dental Association indicated that out of a sample of 1,003 American adults 72.6% were afraid to go to the
dentist. Research suggests that parental attitudes and anxiety about dental care can influence children's
perceptions of dental visits. It is important for parents to make a concentrated effort to explore their
triggers related to the dentist, practice strategies to regulate their own emotions, and be mindful of how
they frame dental visits for their children. It is especially helpful if parents are able to start dental visits
early in a child’s life, bring comfort items, use role play or social stories at home, and choose specialty
pediatric dental providers that are skilled in working with young children whenever possible.

There have been ongoing efforts to remove barriers to accessing dental care, but continued efforts to
improve access to providers, affordability, and insurance coverage is absolutely necessary to support
families. At the present time, there is a New York State Senate Bill 2025-S6532A introduced by
Assemblymember Woerner and Senator Fahy to allow for the licensure of Dental Therapists to provide
preventative care, fillings, and simple extractions under the supervision of a dentistin New York State in
order to provide more dental opportunities and access to New York families. The movement continues to
gain more momentum, and if passed, may be very beneficial to New York individuals and families to
provide a larger and more varied workforce of dental providers. Dental Therapy professionals may also be
important to help with treating a larger number of routine patients and circumstances allowing dentists
to focus more of their efforts on individuals in need of higher levels of care.

Efforts to Improve Access to Care

Additional strategies that families can utilize to offset some of the difficulties in accessing care include
accessing dental health programs offered through school districts allowing for dental care professionals
to come into the schools and provide basic dental care such as cleanings, X-Rays, and fluoride varnish.
Often the services provided by these mobile school dental service providers are available free of charge
to families who do not have dental coverage, though they may require insurance information and claim
submission for families who are covered by a dental insurance provider.

There are also newer teledentistry options that can be helpful to support families should they have
access to internet service and technology to connect to a web platform. These visits can be utilized to
provide screening, follow-ups, and oral health education. Teledentistry visits can be helpful for families to
establish next steps or discuss needed referrals for services. Teledentistry is still an emerging form of
care provision, but will likely grow over time as another way to help more families and individuals access
necessary care, and to free up physical dental provider offices to be able to provide more intensive
services to families while minimizing wait times.


https://jada.ada.org/article/S0002-8177(25)00402-7/abstract
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2025/S6532/amendment/A

What Families Can Do and Why Advocacy Matters

Additionally, families should consider joining waitlists for available dentists taking their insurance. It may
be beneficial to join multiple waitlists as providers can have openings at different intervals. Requesting a
cancellation visit can also be helpful in allowing your child or yourself to be able to secure a dental
appointment more quickly. If you are finding that scheduling for urgent dental matters is being delayed
more than seems prudent, itis acceptable to politely escalate your concerns to the dentist or office
manager at your dental office as they may be able to facilitate earlier scheduling.

Dental care is healthcare, and is vitally important to overall health. Families can be powerful advocates to
influence lawmakers to change Medicaid reimbursement rates, and can help to influence the overall
system. Parents sharing the needs and challenges faced by their families puts a human face on a
problem that can appear very impersonal in conversation and consideration. Studies have indicated that
personal narratives are effective in reducing the distance that people feel between themselves and an
issue. It allows them to see the problem from a different, more personal, perspective. Itis particularly
powerful when these narratives come directly from individuals with lived experience rather than from
others telling the stories as a third party.

Families can influence policies and circumstances surrounding dental care affordability and accessibility
by reaching out to their elected officials, taking the opportunity to share their experience at focus groups
or listening sessions, and joining local healthcare coalitions.
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For more information about F2F HIC services, please visit:
https://www.ptopnys.org/programs-services/family-to-family-
health-information-center/
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