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Abstract: High costs are an important reason patients postpone dental visits, which can lead to
serious medical consequences. However, little is known about the determinants of postponing visits
due to financial constraints longitudinally. Thus, the purpose of this study was to examine the
determinants of postponing dental visits due to costs in older adults in Germany longitudinally.
Data from wave 5 and 6 of the Survey of Health, Ageing, and Retirement in Europe was used.
The occurrence of postponed dental visits due to costs in the last 12 months served as the outcome
measure. Socioeconomic and health-related explanatory variables were included. Conditional fixed
effects logistic regression models were used (n = 362). Regressions showed that the likelihood of
postponing dental visits due to costs increased with lower age, less chronic disease, and lower income.
The outcome measure was neither associated with marital status nor self-rated health. Identifying the
factors associated with postponed dental visits due to costs might help to mitigate this challenge.
In the long term, this might help to maintain the well-being of older individuals.
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1. Introduction

Although visiting a dentist for routine check-ups is considered to be an effective means of
preventing and treating oral diseases [1], non-attendance occurs frequently [2,3]. Moreover, undetected
oral diseases (e.g., untreated caries lesions and periodontitis) continue to be the main reasons for tooth
loss [4]. Furthermore, undetected oral diseases can affect a patient’s general well-being [5]. Recent
studies have demonstrated that chronic oral inflammations likely affect multiple pathways involved in
atherosclerosis [6], atrial fibrillation [7], and chronic kidney disease [8]. Thus, the question of why
patients postpone dental visits is relevant.

Research about barriers to dental care has shown that a low level of education [9], male gender [9],
low household income (cost for dental treatment) [9,10], and dentate status [11] are reasons for
non-attendance at dental appointments [12,13]. However, little is known about the determinants of
postponed visits due to financial constraints longitudinally. To date, only two studies have specifically
explored the postponement of dental visits due to financial cost.

In addition to increased costs for dental care, income levels and policies linked to specific age
groups might be responsible for the inequality in access to dental care [3]. The proportion of people
postponing dental visits is greatest among those aged 25–29, slightly elevated among young and
middle-aged adults, and low among children and older adults [3]. Interestingly, only 2.2% of European
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older adults (50+ years) reported not going to the dentist due to costs, and it was demonstrated that
cost-related non-attendance was less likely among people who reported having good chewing ability,
higher education, and better general health [2]. However, it is unknown whether there are changes
over time in individuals, leading them to avoid going to a dentist because of the associated costs.
In order to address potential knowledge gaps relevant for health policy, it is necessary to improve our
understanding of dental coverage. Furthermore, there is an urgent need to closely evaluate treatment
cost-related reasons for dental non-attendance to ensure the affordability, availability, and acceptability
of dental care in older adulthood.

Therefore, the present study aimed at investigating the determinants of postponing dental visits
due to costs longitudinally in older adults in Germany. Data from waves 5 and 6 of the Survey of
Health, Ageing, and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) study were used for explorative data analyses.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Sample

In the current study, longitudinal data were derived from waves 5 (2013) and 6 (2015) of the Survey
of Health, Ageing, and Retirement in Europe [14]—a longitudinal, population-based survey. Former
waves were excluded from the analysis as the data pertaining to the variables of interest were not
available. Our analyses were restricted to Germany. It is worth noting that, using probability samples,
community-dwelling individuals of 50 years of age and older and their spouses were interviewed
(at home) in European countries and Israel. Individuals were excluded if they were incarcerated,
hospitalized, or out of the country during the whole study period, if they were unable to speak the
country’s language, or moved to an unknown address. All household members born in 1954 or earlier,
were eligible for an interview in wave 1. From wave 2 onwards, for refreshment samples or for new
countries entering the survey, there was only one selected individual per household (born in 1956
or earlier in wave 2, 1960 or earlier in wave 4, 1962 or earlier in wave 5, and 1964 or earlier in wave
6). Each wave consisted of a representative sample of non-institutionalized individuals in later life.
Drop-off and vignette questionnaires were conducted via paper and pencil, while other data were
collected by computer-assisted personal interviews (CAPI). Further details have been provided by
Börsch-Supan et al. [14] and Börsch-Supan [15].

During waves 1–4, SHARE was reviewed and approved by the ethics committee of the University
of Mannheim several times. Wave 4 of SHARE and the continuation of the project was reviewed and
approved by the Ethics Council of the Max Planck Society (most recently in 2018). Oral consent was
given prior to the CAPI interview and documented by the interviewers. This consent procedure was
approved by the ethics committees. The ethical committee agreed that verbal consent was sufficient
and that written consent statements were not necessary to conduct the SHARE interviews. Depending
on country-specific legislations, in some of the SHARE countries, the respondents had to sign a written
consent statement to be contacted again. Moreover, written consent was necessary for the collection of
dried blood spots and for the linking of the SHARE survey data to administrative data.

2.2. Outcome Measure: Postponed Visits to the Dentist for Financial Reasons

To quantify postponed visits to the dentist for financial reasons, individuals were asked the
following yes-or-no question: “In the last twelve months, to help you keep your living costs down,
have you postponed visits to the dentist?”.

2.3. Independent Variables

Based on theoretical considerations, independent variables were selected. Age, marital status
(married and living together with spouse, registered partnership, married, living separated from
spouse, never married, divorced, widowed), and income were used as socioeconomic explanatory
variables. With regard to health-related variables, self-rated health was quantified using a single-item
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measure (1 = excellent, 2 = very good, 3 = good, and 4 = fair, 5 = poor), and morbidity was measured
using the number of chronic diseases (heart attack; high blood pressure or hypertension; high blood
cholesterol; stroke or cerebral vascular disease; diabetes or high blood sugar; chronic lung disease;
arthritis, including osteoarthritis or rheumatism; cancer or malignant tumor; stomach or duodenal
ulcer; peptic ulcer; Parkinson’s disease; cataracts; hip fracture; or femoral fracture). Sex and level of
education (both constant within individuals over time) were solely used for descriptive purposes.
Level of education was quantified using the International Standard Classification of Education [16]
(ISCED-97, ranging from 0 (lower level) to 6 (tertiary level)). It is worth emphasizing that time-invariant
variables cannot be included as independent variables in fixed effects (FE) regression models (please
see the next section).

2.4. Statistical Analysis

A main challenge in observational studies is unobserved heterogeneity (e.g., genetic disposition).
When these unobserved factors are systematically correlated with the explanatory variables, various
estimators (e.g., POLS or random effects regressions) yield inconsistent estimates [17]. FE regressions,
in contrast, provide consistent estimates when this correlation is present [17]. FE regressions are not
biased by differences in genetic disposition between individuals. The so-called within estimator (FE
estimator) relies solely on intraindividual information (changes within units over time). It is worth
noting that the conditional FE logistic regressions used in this study only exploit intraindividual
information (from waves 5 and 6 of the SHARE study). Consequently, only time-dependent variables
can be included in FE regressions. However, time-constant variables can be included as moderating
factors (e.g., sex x self-rated health). Cluster-robust standard errors (i.e., standard errors that cluster
errors at the individual level) were computed [18]. The P threshold for the determination of statistical
significance was 0.05. All statistical analyses were conducted using Stata 15.1 (Stata Corp., College
Station, TX, USA). It should be noted that results can solely be generalized to individuals in the
population who reported changes in the outcome measure in the period of observation (average
treatment effect on the treated). As already argued by Brüderl and Ludwig [19], this reflects the fact
that only a small proportion of the population changed their postponement behavior and is therefore
not a shortcoming of the FE strategy. The FE strategy has also been used in other studies in the area of
epidemiology of health care and community health [20].

3. Results

3.1. Sample Characteristics

Pooled descriptive characteristics of the observations used in conditional FE logistic regression
analysis (n = 362) are described in Table 1. Among these observations, the average age was 63.6 years
(SD: ±9.0 years, ranging from 50 to 91 years), 58% were female, and the average self-rated health was
3.6 (±1.0) on a scale ranging from 1 = “excellent” to 5 = “poor”. With regard to education, the majority
had an intermediary level of education (61.3%). In total, 57.5% were married and living together with
a spouse/registered partnership. The average number of chronic diseases was 1.5 (± 1.4). Further
details are displayed in Table 1. In total, 181 individuals (which equals 362 observations) changed their
postponement behavior from wave 5 to wave 6 in Germany.



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2019, 16, 3344 4 of 7

Table 1. Characteristics of observations included in conditional fixed effects regression analysis (n = 362;
waves 5 and 6; Germany).

N %

Sex: Female 210 58.0%
Marital status: married and living together with
spouse; registered partnership: 208 57.5%

Education (International Standard Classification of
Education; ISCED-97):
Lower level (0–2) 64 17.7%
Intermediary level (3–4) 222 61.3%
Tertiary level (5–6) 76 21.0%
Self-rated health:
“Excellent” (1) 13 3.6%
“Very good” (2) 30 8.3%
“Good” (3) 103 28.4%
“Fair” (4) 147 40.6%
“Poor” (5) 69 19.1%

Mean SD
Age in years 63.6 9.0
Household total net income (per year) in Euros 22,376.4 17,706.6
Number of chronic diseases 1.5 1.4
Self-rated health (from 1 = “excellent” to
5 = “poor”) 3.6 1.0

Notes: Please note that time-constant variables (sex and education) were only displayed for descriptive purposes.

3.2. Regression Analysis

The results of conditional FE regression analysis (n = 362) are displayed in Table 2. The pseudo R2

value equaled 0.25. Explanatory variables, including age, marital status, income, number of chronic
diseases, and self-rated health, showed that the likelihood of postponed dental visits due to financial
reasons decreased with increasing age [OR: 0.57, 95% CI: 0.47–0.67], increasing number of chronic
diseases [OR: 0.61, 95% CI: 0.43–0.88], and increasing income [OR: 0.99997; 95% CI: 0.99994–0.99999].
The outcome measure was not associated with marital status or self-rated health (Table 2).

Table 2. Conditional fixed effects logistic regression models with postponed dental visits for financial
reasons as dependent variable (0 = not having postponed dental visits for financial reasons; 1 = having
postponed dental visits for financial reasons; waves 5 and 6; Germany).

Independent Variables Postponed Dental Visits for Financial Reasons

Age 0.57 ***
(0.47–0.67)

Marital status: married and living together with
spouse or registered partnership (reference category:
other married (living separated from spouse; never
married; divorced; widowed))

3.26

(0.20–52.89)
Income§ 1.00 *

(1.00–1.00)
Number of chronic diseases 0.61 **

(0.43–0.88)
Self-rated health (from 1 = “excellent” to 5 = “poor”) 1.09

(0.74–1.60)

Observations 362
Number of individuals 181
Pseudo R2 0.25

Odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals (in parentheses) are given; *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05; §odds ratio:
0.99997; 95% confidence interval: 0.99994–0.99999.
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4. Discussion

4.1. Main Findings

The aim of this study was to longitudinally examine determinants of postponed dental visits due
to costs in older adults in Germany. Based on SHARE data, the regressions showed that the likelihood
of postponed dental visits due to financial reasons decreased with increasing age, increasing number of
chronic diseases, and increasing income. The dependent variable was not linked to changes in marital
status or changes in self-rated health. In accordance with previous work (e.g., Chen, 2010) translating
OR into indices of effect size, the ORs reported in our study are classified as small [21].

4.2. Previous Research and Possible Explanations

There is a lack of studies investigating specifically the postponement of dental visits due to
cost-related reasons longitudinally [2], and this paper extends our current knowledge on this topic in
older adults in Germany.

This study demonstrates that with increasing age, the likelihood of postponing dental visits due
to financial reasons decreases. The fifth oral health study recently (2014) demonstrated that individuals
aged 65–74 years keep their own teeth longer (on average five teeth more than their counterparts in
1997). Consequently, the increasing number of own teeth allows more individuals in old age the option
of a fixed denture [22,23]. Individuals in old age may not postpone their appointment, simply because
they depend on the care of dentures and total prosthetics by their dentist. In addition, the demographic
change may be leading to a significant increase in the number of old aged individuals [23]. This
suggests that our results will become clearer within a few years.

Furthermore, this study observed that postponement of dental visits due to costs was not
associated with self-rated general health but instead was associated with having fewer chronic diseases.
Interestingly, Listl et al. reported that cost-related non-attendance was associated with worse general
health in older adults using the first wave of the SHARE Project [2]. However, it should be noted
that this study did not report results on the number of chronic diseases and used aggregated data
from 11 European countries in its statistical analyses. The present study observed that lower income
is a reason for the postponement of dental care appointments for older adults in Germany. Studies
conducted in Canada and Belgium [9,10] found that low income groups, patients without private
insurance, and older subjects were more likely to report such barriers. Unfortunately, this problem
does not only affect the older generation. A recent study analyzed the Child Public Use File of the 1999
National Survey of America’s Families, including 35,938 children who were younger than 18 years
of age [24]. Logistic regression revealed that children from families with low household income did
not meet the dental recommendation and had postponed dental care in the last year. Additionally,
it is interesting to note that lower income was observed as a barrier to dental care irrespective of
whether dental care is supported by compulsory health insurance (i.e., Germany and Belgium) or
primarily by privately financed dental care (i.e., Canada and the United States) [25]. The current study
demonstrates a social gradient in the postponement of dental visits. Low income represents one out of
many factors contributing to socio-economic status (SES). Accumulation of SES factors does not only
result in initiation/progression of oral diseases but can also result in postponing dental visits. Therefore,
further research should concentrate on the possible determinants of postponement of dental visits
due to costs. This may provide information on how to promote responsible dental health utilization
behavior at both the individual- and system-level, regardless of the type of dental care system present.

4.3. Strengths and Limitations

This study adds first insights into the determinants of postponing dental visits due to financial
constraints using a longitudinal approach. The challenge of unobserved heterogeneity was considerably
reduced by using FE regressions. Nationally representative data from the well-known SHARE study
were used. However, the assessment of postponed dental visits due to financial reasons in the past
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12 months was self-reported and thus could be prone to recall bias. However, this recall period is in
accordance with previous recommendations [26]. Furthermore, the possibility of reverse causality
for the relationship between postponed dental visits and chronic diseases cannot be dismissed.
Palgi et al. [27] showed that only a small attrition bias exists in the SHARE data. Although the response
rate of SHARE was high compared with other European and recent United States (US) survey studies,
the possibility of a small sample selection bias cannot be ruled out.

5. Conclusions

Identifying the factors associated with postponing visits to the dentist for financial reasons might
help to mitigate this challenge. Visiting the dentist, especially for preventive reasons, is important for
not only preventing the development of oral disease but also in order to reduce long-lasting dental costs.
On a system level, dental care systems should strive to make costs more transparent and to support
prevention campaigns and programs. In the long term, this might help to maintain the well-being of
older individuals.
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