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Background and Aim: General familiarity with medical ethics sometimes does 
not meet the needs of dentists. The aim of this study was to evaluate the ethical 
challenges faced by senior dental students and dentists.
Materials and Methods: In this cross-sectional study, 50 senior dental students 
and 50 dentists were selected from Yazd city, Iran. A questionnaire with three do-
mains (demographic information, hypothetical scenarios, and some three-choice 
questions about ethical issues) was used to collect data, and the data were ana-
lyzed by the Chi-square test.
Results: The mean age of students and general dentists was 24±2 and 30±2 years, 
respectively; 42% of the respondents were males, and 58% were females. Except 
for one item (dentist’s right to refuse treatment) (P<0.05), no significant difference 
was found between the two groups (P>0.05). The most common challenges faced 
by the participants were compromising treatment due to cost issues (77.1% of 
students and 71.4% of dentists) and noticing sub-standard treatments performed 
by other dentists (64% of students and 58% of dentists). Unawareness about the 
right way to criticize other dentists was the least commonly reported challenge 
(28% of students and 36.7% of dentists). A significant difference was found in the 
frequency of encountering sub-standard treatments performed by other dentists 
between the two groups (P=0.031). A significant difference in the frequency of a 
particular challenge between males and females was seen only in one item (disa-
greement with other colleagues on the appropriate treatment plan) and only in the 
students’ group (P= 0.040).
Conclusion:This study showed that dental practitioners had faced a variety of 
ethical challenges, that need to be addressed in dental education. However, the 
results of this study may not be generalizable to other cities.
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Introduction 
 Ethics includes the principles and val-
ues that govern individual and collec-
tive behavior under the title of right or 
wrong,(1) and there is an innate tendency 
towards ethical values in the nature of eve-
ry human being. Professional ethics is the 
behavior, manners, and actions of a per-
son doing professional work.(2-4) Medical 
ethics is a subgroup of professional ethics 
that describes the ethical and professional 
standards for healthcare providers (5), and 
is considered as a new science by the sci-
entific and medical societies.(6)
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 Much progress has been made in dental 
research as well as cosmetic dentistry in the 
20th century, which has brought the most im-
portant ethical problems in dentistry in the 21st 
century.(7) Since ethics has a special place in 
medical community, examining ethical chal-
lenges in dentistry as a branch of medical sci-
ence is also important.(8)

 Dental professionals and students face ethi-
cal challenges when one or more ethical rules 
are in conflict. 
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Materials and Methods 
 This was a descriptive, cross-sectional study. 
Fifty senior dental students selected by census 
sampling from the School of Dentistry, Shahid 
Sadoughi University of Medical Sciences com-
prised the first group. The enrolled students had 
passed the final two semesters of their dental edu-
cation. The second group consisted of 50 general 
dentists working in Yazd city, Iran, who were 
randomly selected by using a table of random 
numbers. The inclusion criteria were signing in-
formed consent forms, passing the medical ethics 
course by dental students and general dentists, 
and starting clinical practice. 
 Data were collected using a semi-structured 
questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of 
three domains. The first domain included de-
mographic information such as age and gender. 
The second domain included 4 hypothetical sce-
narios designated about ethical challenges and 
a single question about the main role model for 
ethical decisions. The third domain included 
three-choice questions (repeatedly, rarely, never) 
on overall treatment topics (sub-standard treat-
ments done by other dentists, correction of other 
dentists’ inappropriate treatments, disagreement 
over treatment decisions with other dentists, and 
explanation of their own treatment errors to the 
patient), professional behavior issues (criticiz-
ing other dentists, unnecessary over-treatment), 
patient-related issues (patient’s request for in-
appropriate treatment, unrealistic expectations 
of the patient from the dentist), insurance issues 
(insurance fraud, and patients complaining about 
the received fee by the dentist), or some other 
issues (patients cannot pay the fee for service). 
The reliability of this questionnaire was tested 
by calculating the Cronbach’s alpha, which was 
found to be 0.73. The questionnaire used in this 
study has been previously validated by Porter and 
Grey.(11) The Chi-square test was used to compare 
the frequency distribution of scores. P-values less 
than 0.05 were considered significant.

Results
 This study evaluated 50 senior dental students 
with a mean age of 24±2 years and 50 dentists 
with a mean age of 30±2 years. Of all, 42% of the 
respondents were males and 58% were females. 
Also, 92% of the participants answered all the 

For example, when the principle of harmlessness 
is confronted with autonomy under certain condi-
tions, a real challenge arises, and there is clearly a 
big difference between managing everyday prob-
lems and facing ethical challenges.(9)

 In clinical practice, dentists and dental stu-
dents realize that it is difficult to make decisions 
in critical situations and adhere to ethical princi-
ples, and that a general understanding of medical 
ethics does not meet their needs to deal with such 
problems. Therefore, education of ethics should 
be included in dental curricula.(10) 
 Porter and Grey (11)conducted a study on ethi-
cal challenges faced by dentists. They reported 
that poor quality of previous treatments done by 
the colleagues, and insurance fraud by patients 
were the most common challenges encountered 
by dentists. Kazemian et al.(7) reported six im-
portant ethical issues in the field of dentistry as 
follows: inappropriate treatment procedures, not 
accepting liability for individual errors, over-
treatment (or unnecessary treatment), inappro-
priate behavior with patients, non-professional 
discussion about another colleague’s work 
quality, and unfair behavior towards deprived  
patients.(7) In a study by Christie et al,(12) on fresh-
man and senior dental students on professional 
ethics, there were significant differences in com-
munication skills, problem-solving ability, and 
honesty in behavior of senior dental students, and 
also their increased awareness compared with 
freshmen because of the received trainings.
 Considering the current lack of knowledge 
on this topic, more attention should be paid to 
instruction of ethical issues for clinical practice 
in dental curricula(12), practical assessment of 
students in the clinical setting(13), focusing on 
students’ ethical problems in the clinical setting 
(14), revising the educational curricula to address 
the actual requirements of students, updating the 
educational content on medical ethics(15), using 
personal experiences in personal and profession-
al life,(16) and teaching ethics along with clinical 
scenarios.(17)

 The aim of this study was to assess the ethi-
cal challenges faced by senior dental students and 
general dentists in Yazd city, Iran, to prioritize 
these challenges in instruction of ethics in gen-
eral dental curricula.
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questions. The remaining 8% did not answer all 
the questions (8 dentists), which were replaced 
with new participants.
The participants’ responses to the second domain 
of the questionnaire showed that in the first sce-
nario regarding a patient’s autonomy and treat-
ment decision making, 91.9% of the respondents 
indicated the need for a detailed explanation 
about the treatment options provided to the pa-
tient and emphasized on the patient’s role in fi-
nal selection of the choice of treatment (answer 
choices A and B). In the second scenario, the 
respondents were asked about how to write an 
insurance report for accident compensation, and 
about half of the respondents (46%) chose the 
answer choice D (all of the choices by explain-
ing the probability of occurrence of each). In the 
third scenario regarding the dentist’s reaction to 
the patient’s inappropriate request to change the 
date of treatment to include it in the insurance 
coverage, most respondents (67.7%) chose op-
tion B (objection to do so by explaining the legal 
reasons). In the abovementioned three scenarios, 
there were no significant differences between the 
frequency of choices selected by students and 
dentists (P>0.05) but the Chi-square test showed 
that there was a statistically significant difference 
between the two groups (P=0.031) in the frequen-
cy of answers to the fourth scenario. Of all, 66% 
of students and 89.8% of dentists chose answer 
choice A (the dentist has the right to refuse treat-
ment). In answer to item 5 of the second part of 
the questionnaire (the main role model for ethi-
cal decisions), the highest frequency of responses 
(58.8%) was related to option C (experienced 
and pioneer dentists in the field) as the main role 
model of participants in ethical challenges, and 
there was no significant difference between the 
two groups about this item (P=0.228, Table 1).
 Table 1 presents the frequency distribution of 
answers to items of the second part of the ques-
tionnaire in two groups according to gender. The 
Chi-square test showed that no significant differ-
ences were found in the frequency distribution of 
responses to the items in both dentists’ and stu-
dents’ groups in terms of gender.
 The participants’ responses to the third part of 
the questionnaire showed that the most common 
challenge faced by both dental students (77.1%) 
and general dentists (71.4%) was compromised 

treatment due to costs. Secondly, 64% of students 
and 58% of dentists had repeatedly encountered 
sub-standard treatments done by other dentists. 
Criticizing other dentists (topics related to pro-
fessional behavior) was the least commonly re-
ported challenge (never encountered by 28% of 
dental students and 36.7% of general dentists) 
(Table 2).
 Table 2 presents the frequency of dealing with 
different ethical issues in the two groups. The 
Chi-Square test showed that there was only a sta-
tistically significant difference between the two 
groups about the frequency of facing non-stand-
ard treatments done by other dentists (P=0.040). 
There was only one statistically significant differ-
ence between the frequency of facing disagree-
ment in treatment decisions with other dentists 
by males and females in the group of students 
(P=0.040). There was no difference between 
males and females in the group of dentists in any 
item (P>0.05).

Discussion
 The findings of this study showed that com-
promised treatment due to inability of patients to 
pay the treatment fees (74.2%) and sub-standard 
dental treatment done by other dentists (59.6%) 
were among the most common ethical challenges 
faced by the participants. In the present study, 
due to limited age range of the participants, the 
frequency of answers to different questions was 
not analyzed according to age, but in the study by 
Porter and Grey(11), the effect of age was signifi-
cant. In a study by Bahrani et al, (18) on the aware-
ness of dentists about the principles of profes-
sional ethics in Shiraz, gender had no significant 
effect on the response of individuals; however, 
in the present study, it was observed that gender 
was effective on the responses given to one ques-
tion (disagreement over treatment decisions with 
other dentists). This topic was not studied in the 
study by Bahrani et al. (18) 
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Table 1: Frequency of answers of males and females given to the items of the second domain of the question-
naire

 

Questions 
P-value Percentage and number of 

responses of dental students 
 

Percentage and number of 
dentists' responses 

1- A dentist considering all alternatives, presents the patient with only one choice 
for treatment. What is your opinion? 

A) Different options should be explained to the patient and the patient should be allowed 
to choose. 
B) The dentist should explain the different options to the patient and guide the patient to 
pick the right choice. 
C) The dentist should only comment when the patient asks him to, otherwise, it is better 
to remain silent. 
D) The dentist is only obliged to use his experience in a way that benefits the patients the 
most. 

0.812 Male  Female Male Female 

4(21.1%) 
14(73.7%) 

1(5.3%) 
0(0%) 

4(14.3%) 
22(78.6%) 

1(3.6%) 
1(3.6%) 

 

3(13.6%) 
16(72.7%) 

2(9.1%) 
1(4.5%) 

 

3(12.5%) 
19(79.2%) 

2(8.3%) 
0(0%) 

2- The dentist wants to write an insurance report for the patient who has had a 
minor accident and has been treated by reconstructing the chipped incisal edge of an 
anterior tooth. What does this report include ?  
A) Restoration of the incisal edge as accepted by the patient. 
B) Different restorative choices (perhaps the patient will change his mind in the future) 
C) Root canal treatment and prosthetic crown fabrication, although they are unlikely 
options. 
D) All of the above by explaining the probability of occurrence of each. 

0.434  

 

9(47.4%) 
1(5.3%) 
1(5.3%) 

8(42.2%) 

 

 

10(35.7%) 
4(14.3%) 
1(3.6%) 

12(42.9%) 

 

 

9(39.1%) 
1(4.3%) 

0(0%) 
13(56.5%) 

 

 

11(45.8%) 
2(8.3%) 

0(0%) 
11(45.8%) 

3- A patient who has been visiting you for a long time for dental work has recently 
lost his insurance coverage and asks you to report the current cost of 500,000 
Tomans for his treatment 3 weeks in advance. What is your reaction? 
A) Opposition to doing so without any explanation 
B) Opposition to doing so by explaining the legal reasons 
C) Opposition to doing so by giving explanations other than legal reasons 
D) Agreeing with the patient's request 

0.449  

 

2(10.5%) 
10(52.6%) 
2(10.5%) 
5(26.3%) 

 

2(7.1%) 
19(67.9%) 

1(3.6%) 
6(21.4%) 

 

3(13.6%) 
14(63.6%) 

1(4.5%) 
4(18.2%) 

 

0(0%) 
20(83.3%) 
3(12.5%) 
1(4.2%) 

4- A patient wants to have all his teeth pulled out, and the dentist wants to treat the 
teeth if they can be maintained. When the patient says that he wound find another 
dentist to extract his teeth, the primary dentist decides not to treat the patient. 
What is your opinion? 

A) The dentist has the right to refuse treatment. 
B) The dentist is indifferent to the patient's choice. 
C) The behavior of the dentist is not logical. 
D) The dentist is not economically realistic. 

0.031*  

 

14(73.7%) 
2(10.5%) 
3(15.8%) 

0(0%) 

 

 

18(64.3%) 
3(14.3%) 
3(10.7%) 
3(10.7%) 

 

 

18(81.8%) 
2(9.1%) 
1(4.5%) 
1(4.5%) 

 

 

23(95.8%) 
1(4.2%) 

0(0%) 
0(0%) 

5- Which of the following options do you consider as your role model/reference in 
your ethical decisions? 
A) Colleagues 
B) University courses 
C) Experienced and pioneer dentists in the field 
D) Media 

0.228  

0(0%) 
6(31.6%) 

12(63.2%) 
1(5.3%) 

 

1(3.6%) 
8(28.6%) 

19(67.9%) 
0(0%) 

 

2(9.1%) 
7(31.8%) 
11(50%) 
2(9.1%) 

 

4(18.2%) 
4(18.2%) 

13(59.1%) 
1(4.5%) 
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Table 2: Frequency of facing different ethical challenges in the two groups
 

No. Questions P-value Dental students Dentists 
Issues related to treatment Repeatedly  Hardly  Never  Repeatedly  Hardly  Never  

1 Non-standard treatment done by other 
dentists 0.040* 32(64%) 18(36%) 0(0%) 29(58%) 29(58%) 6(12%) 

2 Correction of other dentists' faulty work 0.214 11(22%) 32(64%) 7(14%) 19(38%) 26(52%) 5(10%) 

3 Disagreement over treatment options with 
other dentists 0.781 20(40%) 26(52%) 4(8%) 19(38.8%) 24(49%) 6(12.2%) 

4 Explain your medical errors to the patient 0.660 9(18%) 31(62%) 10(20%) 8(16%) 35(70%) 7(14%) 

Issues related to professional work  

1 Criticizing other dentists 0.623 8(16%) 28(56%) 14(28%) 6(12.2%) 25(51%) 18(36.7%) 

2 Over-treatment 0.803 6(12%) 31(62%) 13(26%) 8(16.7%) 28(58.3%) 12(25%) 

Issues related to patient  

1 Patient asking for inappropriate treatment 0.656 24(48%) 20(40%) 6(12%) 24(48%) 17(34%) 9(18%) 

2 Unrealistic expectations of patient from 
the dentist 0.387 25(50%) 18(36%) 7(14%) 29(58%) 18(36%) 3(6%) 

Issues related to health insurance  

1 Insurance fraud by patient 0.754 13(26%) 25(50%) 12(24%) 16(32.7%) 16(32.7%) 10(20.4%) 

2 Patient criticizing the dentist for the fee for 
service 0.170 22(44.9%) 14(28.6%) 13(26.5%) 29(59.2%) 14(28.6%) 6(12.2%) 

Other issues  

1 Inability to pay for treatment 0.575 37(77.1%) 9(18.8%) 2(4.2%) 35(71.4%) 13(26.5%) 1(2%) 

2 Failure to face ethical challenges 0.355 4(8%) 37(74%) 9(18%) 8(17%) 33(70.2%) 6(12.8%) 
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61% of dentists were aware of the principles of 
professional ethics regarding the rights of their 
patients; however, in the present study, this rate 
was 91.9% (the closest question of the question-
naire to the principles of professional ethics re-
garding patients’ autonomy was question 1 in the 
second domain of the questionnaire). According 
to the answer choice A to this question, the den-
tist should explain different treatment options 
to the patient, and the patient should make the 
final decision regarding the choice of treatment 
by himself. This answer choice is more about the 
patients’ rights than the answer choice B that is 
about the responsibility of dentist to fully explain 
the situation to the patients and help them to pick 
the right treatment option. In the present study, 
the total percentage of response to answer choic-
es A and B was considered as awareness about 
the autonomy of patients.
  This discrepancy was probably due to the dif-
ferent nature of the designated questionnaires 
and different interpretation of results. In a study 
by Tabei et al,(19) the level of awareness of den-
tal students about the rights of their patients was 
71%, which was lower than the awareness of 
dental students in the present study (94%). This 
inconsistency is probably due to the differences 
in teaching of ethical topics in the two universi-
ties; as well as the differences in the questions 
asked in the questionnaires. 
 In the first scenario discussed in the second 
domain of the questionnaire, the patients’ au-
tonomy was examined in treatment decisions. 
Of all, 77.8% of the respondents believed that 
the patient, under the guidance and opinion of 
the dentist, should participate in selecting the 
type of treatment. However, only 14.1% of the 
participants chose the option that was consistent 
with ethical principles (the correct answer was: 
different options should be explained to the pa-
tient, and the patient should be allowed to pick 
the option that best suits his/her needs). The re-
sponses gave to this question in the present study 
were consistent with those reported by Porter and  
Grey.(11) Also, in a study conducted by Karam-
pourian et al,(20) 83.1% of dentists believed that 
the patients should fully follow the dentist’s opin-
ions in choosing a treatment. It appears that ethi-
cal trainings received by dentists may have influ-

enced their adherence to the principles of patient 
autonomy in making treatment decisions.
 Regarding the second scenario, which was re-
lated to writing a report for an accident compen-
sation claim, 44% of students and 48% of dentists 
selected “explaining different restorative choices 
to patient because perhaps the patient will change 
his/her mind in future”. The results again, was 
similar to the study by porter and Grey.(11)

 However, since answer choice A was more 
in agreement with the ethical guidelines (re-
contouring as accepted by patient), it seems that 
the question was not clear, and the participants 
did not understand it correctly. Otherwise, selec-
tion of answer choice C by the participants indi-
cates that they selected the false unethical answer 
choice (root canal treatment).
 In the third scenario regarding insurance 
fraud by patients, a higher percentage of dental 
students (24%) compared with dentists (12.2%) 
agreed with the unethical request of patient, 
which is probably due to the students’ unaware-
ness about the consequences of this action and 
their lower experience. Female dentists as well as 
female students were more likely than males to 
explain to the patients the legal reasons for their 
opposition to do so, but these differences were 
not statistically significant, and these results were 
consistent with those of Porter and Grey.(11)

 The fourth scenario evaluated the dentist’s 
right to refuse treatment. The majority of partici-
pants in both groups pointed to the dentist’s right 
to refuse treatment, which was consistent with 
the study by Porter and Grey.(11) 
 But in the present study, the frequency of den-
tists who refused to treat the patients was more 
than students (66%), and this difference was sta-
tistically significant (P<0.05). This finding could 
be due to the greater clinical experience of den-
tists. In the study by Karampourian et al [20], 
19 dentists (63.7%) believed that dentists do not 
have the responsibility to accept all types of pa-
tients with different conditions and characteris-
tics.
 The fifth item showed that most general den-
tists (51.1%) and students (66%) chose experi-
enced and pioneer dentists as their role models. 
In the study by Kazemian et al,(7) most partici-
pants believed that their colleagues could be their 
role models in ethical issues. Also, in the study by 



Ethical Challenges Faced by Senior Dental Students 

http://www.jrdms.dentaliau.ac.ir  Journal of Research in dental and maxillofacial sciences         29

Karampourian et al, [20] all participants believed 
that they should provide their experiences with 
ethical issues to their colleagues. In the study by 
Porter and Grey,(11) experiences of other dentists 
were the most common source for ethical deci-
sion making. 
 In the present study, the frequency of repeated 
encounter with ethical challenges was also asked 
from senior dental students and general dentists 
in Yazd in 2019. The rate of students’ repeated 
encounters with non-standard treatments done 
by other dentists was significantly higher than 
dentists (P=0.04), which was consistent with the 
findings of Porter and Grey.(11) This could be due 
to the fact that dentists are more cautious about 
commenting on a work done by their colleagues. 
This challenge would be more difficult if the pa-
tient directly asks the dentist’s opinion regarding 
a poor treatment performed by a colleague. 
 Regarding professional behavior issues, in the 
present study, 16% of students and 12.2% of den-
tists reported that they repeatedly encounter situ-
ations where they do not know how to ethically 
criticize their colleagues. Bahrani et al.(18)showed 
that 84% of dentists knew how to ethically criti-
cize a colleague.
 With regard to health insurance issues, in the 
present study, 44.9% of students and 59.2% of 
dentists reported that they were repeatedly criti-
cized by their patients for the charged fees, which 
was very different from the findings of Porter and 
Grey(11) (3%). This difference is probably due to 
the differences in treatment fees. Arguing over 
costs after work would waste the dentist’s time, 
disturb him/her, and question his/her credibility. 
To avoid this challenge, it is imperative that the 
dentist announces the full cost of treatment to 
the patients before starting the treatment.(18) In 
the study by Porter and Grey,(11) dentists repeat-
edly faced insurance fraud by patients, but in the 
present study, most of the participants reported 
rarely facing this challenge (48.5%); this differ-
ence may be due to the fact that most dental pro-
cedures in Iran are not covered by insurance. 
 Also, in the present study, 15.5% of the partic-
ipants, and in the study by Porter and Grey(11), 2% 
of the participants stated that they did not face any 
ethical challenges. This difference could be due 
to the people’s awareness about their healthcare 

rights, more comprehensive professional ethics 
training curricula, or dentists’ higher awareness 
of ethical principles in Australia.
 Based on the results of the present study, in 
order to enhance the ethical knowledge of den-
tal students who are in fact future dentists, it is 
suggested that the professional ethics curriculum 
becomes more comprehensive than before, and 
preferably includes the ethical challenges faced 
in clinical practice rather than merely focusing on 
theoretical topics in the field of ethics. Due to the 
high similarity of responses gave by senior dental 
students and graduate dentists, it seems that con-
tinuing education courses on the field of ethics is 
imperative for dentists.

Conclusion
This study showed that dentists face a variety 
of ethical challenges that need to be addressed 
in dental curricula. However, the results of this 
study may not be generalizable to all dental prac-
titioners. Further similar studies with a larger 
sample size are required on dentists practicing in 
other cities.  
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