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Over 50 per cent of Europeans are not smiling about the impact of tooth decay 

 

London, September 2014 – Tooth decay is causing over 50 per cent of Europeans to be embarrassed 

about their teeth, preventing them from smiling. Furthermore, 67 per cent reported suffering from 

toothache or severe discomfort as a result of tooth decay. These are the key findings of a new 

European public opinion survey which reveals the surprising impact of poor oral health at both a 

social and economic level. Smiling is one of the most important forms of human interaction and has 

been heavily linked to our levels of happiness and wellbeing
1
, while the significant time we take out 

of school or work to treat tooth decay has a direct economic impact. 

 

The European Chapter of the Alliance for a Cavity-Free Future (ACFF) commissioned the survey to 

understand how tooth decay is really affecting peoples’ lives. This survey is part of a series which will 

help experts to understand how public perceptions of their oral health are evolving over time and to 

get an idea of the potential social-economic impacts.  

 

Tooth decay (which is also known as dental caries) affects up to 80 per cent of the world’s 

population
2
. If left untreated, caries can progress to cavities which may require a filling or even a 

tooth extraction. The results from this survey also show that on average, 3 out of 5 European adults 

reported that they had a cavity or filling yet only 14 per cent have had the early signs of caries 

diagnosed. This highlights and supports the ACFF’s call to provide better education about caries, a 

condition which can be controlled and potentially reversed if detected at an early stage. 

Encouragingly, 60 per cent of survey respondents would like to understand more about caries 

through engagement with their dental team or an educational body. 

 

“It’s important for us to understand the real-world problem of caries and how the general public 

perceives their oral health, so we can implement appropriate solutions. Data from this survey will 

help inform us about where we can focus our efforts on achieving the ACFF’s goal of a cavity-free 

future for all. It will also help us to understand public perceptions about caries and how they may 

differ between European countries”, commented Dr Georgios Tsakos, University College London and 

President of The European Association of Dental Public Health (EADPH).   
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The impact of caries extends past the physical and emotional burden and has a social-economical 

cost with Europeans missing an average of 6.5 days from work, school or socializing due to pain or 

visits to dentists for fillings. To put this into perspective, this is nearly equivalent to the average 

number of days taken as sick leaves in Europe – approximately 7 days per year
3
. And from a leisure 

perspective, is sufficient time for a family holiday. 

 

“These results provide an insight into how dental caries can affect people beyond the direct oral 

health considerations. The personal and social-economic impacts must not be ignored,” commented 

Prof. Nigel Pitts, Director of the Dental Innovation and Translation Centre (ITC) at King’s College 

London Dental Institute, London, UK and co-chair of the ACFF European Chapter. “Across Europe, we 

need to collaborate as dental professionals to support the public and educate them to control caries 

and to reverse the early stages of tooth decay.”  

 

Sugary foodstuffs are a major cause of dental caries
4
 and earlier this year the World Health 

Organization published a report recommending the reduction in daily intake of dietary sugar by half, 

from 10 per cent to 5 per cent. The basis for this recommendation was supported by caries data 

showing the negative impact of diet on oral health
5
.  

 

The survey also revealed that the burden of caries is clearly of public interest with 40 per cent of 

people stating they are not satisfied with the health of their teeth.  

 

For further information on the ACFF and on the survey results, please visit  

www.acffeurope.com or visit www.youtube.com/ACFFEurope 

### 

Notes to editors 

 

About the Survey 

The survey was conducted online among 5,700 European adults, age 18+; including 1,000 respondents each 

from Germany, Poland, Spain, France and the UK; 400 respondents Sweden and 300 from Greece. The survey 

was developed by the Alliance for a Cavity-Free Future, fielded by Toluna in June 2014 and sponsored by 

Colgate-Palmolive Company. 

 

About Dental Caries  

Dental caries is the term used by healthcare and dental professionals for tooth decay. In Europe, almost all 

adults have experienced dental caries which, if left untreated, can progress to cavities. However, most of us 

http://www.acffeurope.com/
http://www.youtube.com/ACFFEurope
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aren’t aware that the early stages of damage can be stopped or reversed.  Dental caries occur across a series 

of stages, or a ‘continuum’ of disease which need different types of care. The three main stages are:  
 

 Initial stage: the first visible changes due to decay seen in the outer covering (enamel) of clean dry teeth 

by a dental professional. These stages can be controlled and potentially reversed with changes to diet and 

personal dental hygiene practices, supplemented by fluorides.  

 Moderate stage: changes seen by the dentist as either localised breakdown of the surface enamel or an 

underlying dark shadow from the inner dentine. Some of these lesions can be controlled by more 

intensive preventive treatments and homecare, whilst others may require tooth-preserving fillings.  

 Extensive stage: these are seen by the dentist as a distinct physical cavity with visible internal dentine. 

These may require more invasive treatments including fillings and tooth extraction. 

 

About the Alliance for a Cavity-Free Future  

The Alliance for a Cavity-Free Future, a non-profitable charitable organisation, is a group of worldwide leading 

dental experts who have joined forces to help implement changes to dental health practices across the globe. 

The aim of the Alliance is to promote initiatives to stop the development and progression of tooth decay in 

order to move towards a Cavity-Free Future for everyone. To achieve this goal, the Alliance believes that 

collaborative action is required to raise awareness of dental caries (tooth decay) and positively influence 

people’s dental health habits.  
 

The Alliance for a Cavity-Free Future was built in collaboration with a worldwide panel of dental experts. The 

Alliance’s goal is to drive global collaborative action through partnerships with a range of stakeholders from 

dental health professionals to local public policy and education communities, to the general public. It is 

sponsored by Colgate-Palmolive Company, which supports improved oral health through its partnerships with 

the dental profession and government and public health agencies.  

 

On a global level, the Alliance for a Cavity-Free Future has identified the following long-term goals: 

 By 2015, 90% of dental schools and dental associations should have embraced and promoted the 

‘new’ approach of ‘caries as a continuum’ to improve dental caries prevention and management.  
 By 2020, regional members of the Alliance for a Cavity-Free Future should have integrated, locally 

appropriate, comprehensive caries prevention and management systems and monitoring developed 

and in place.    

 Every child born in 2026 and thereafter should stay cavity-free during their lifetime. 

 

Specific goals for the Alliance in Europe dedicated to address inequalities in caries prevention and control 

across Europe will be announced by the ACFF European chapter shortly. 
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