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Dentists' and undergraduate dental students'

AB E N O knowledge of dental advertising and publicity
campaigns

Abstract Advertising and publicity are important tools for the dental job market
due to the number of professionals in the industry and the competition for
professional space. Nevertheless, dentists must know and apply the principles
outlined in the Brazilian Dental Code of Ethics (CEO) and current resolutions to
ensure ethical and appropriate advertising. This study aimed to evaluate the
perception and knowledge of dental surgeons and students in Porto Velho, state
of Ronddnia, Brazil, about the current standards of ethical and legal aspects related
to advertising and publicity in dentistry. To carry out this descriptive observational
study, a questionnaire with 25 questions was administered to dentists and dental
students enrolled in the seventh or eighth semester of higher education institutions
in Porto Velho. The sample consisted of 151 subjects, of which 69 were dentists
and 82 were dental students. This study enabled us to identify the main questions
of the dental students and professionals who participated in the survey,
highlighting the lack of clarification on certain aspects of the subject and
emphasizing the importance of knowing the CEO professional ethical guidelines.
Descriptors: Ethics, Dental. Legislation, Dental. Forensic Dentistry.
Schools.

Conocimiento de los cirujanos dentistas y estudiantes de odontologia
sobre publicidad y marketing dental

Resumen La publicidad y lo marketing en Odontologia son herramientas
importantes para el mercado laboral, dado el numero de profesionales del sector
y la competencia por el espacio profesional. Sin embargo, para una publicidad
ética y adecuada, es de gran importancia el conocimiento y aplicacion de los
principios existentes en el Codigo de Etica Dental (CEO) vy las resoluciones
vigentes en la materia. El objetivo del estudio fue evaluar la percepcion vy el
conocimiento de los cirujanos dentistas y estudiantes de odontologia de Porto
Velho, estado de Ronddnia, sobre los aspectos éticos y legales relacionados con
la publicidad y el marketing en Odontologia, de acuerdo con las normas vigentes.
Para realizar el estudio observacional descriptivo, se aplicd un cuestionario con 25
preguntas sobre el tema a cirujanos dentistas y estudiantes de odontologia
matriculados en el séptimo u octavo perfodo de instituciones de educacion superior
de la ciudad de Porto Velho, Rondbnia. La muestra estuvo compuesta por 151
individuos, de los cuales 69 eran cirujanos dentistas y 82 estudiantes de
odontologfa. El presente estudio permitiod identificar las principales dudas de
académicos y profesionales de la odontologia que participaron de la investigacion,
destacando la falta de aclaracién sobre algunos puntos sobre el tema, ademas de
resaltar la importancia de conocer las pautas éticas profesionales del CEO.
Descriptores: Etica Odontolégica. Legislacion en Odontologfa. Odontologia
Forense. Instituciones Académicas.

Conhecimento de cirurgides-dentistas e académicos de Odontologia
sobre publicidade e propaganda odontolégica

Resumo A publicidade e a propaganda em Odontologia sdo ferramentas
importantes para o mercado de trabalho, tendo em vista a quantidade de
profissionais existentes no setor e a disputa por espaco profissional. Porém, para
uma publicidade ética e adequada, sdo de grande relevancia o conhecimento e a
aplicacdo dos principios existentes no Cédigo de Etica Odontolégico (CEO) e nas
resolucdes atuais sobre o assunto. O objetivo do estudo foi avaliar a percepcdo e
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o conhecimento dos cirurgides-dentistas e académicos de Odontologia de Porto
Velho, estado de Ronddnia, sobre os aspectos éticos e legais relacionados com
publicidade e propaganda em Odontologia, de acordo com as normas atuais. Para
realizacdo do estudo observacional descritivo, foi aplicado um questionario com
25 questbes sobre o tema a cirurgides-dentistas e académicos de Odontologia
matriculados no sétimo ou no oitavo periodo de instituicdes de ensino superior do
municipio de Porto Velho, Ronddnia. A amostra foi constituida por 151 individuos,
dos quais 69 eram cirurgides-dentistas e 82 académicos de Odontologia. O
presente estudo permitiu identificar as principais duvidas dos académicos e dos
profissionais de Odontologia que participaram da pesquisa, evidenciando a falta
de esclarecimento sobre alguns pontos do tema, além de ressaltar a importancia
do conhecimento das diretrizes éticas profissionais do CEO.

Descritores: Ftica Odontolégica. Legislagdo Odontolégica. Odontologia Legal.
Instituicdes Académicas.

INTRODUCTION

According to the Brazilian Dental Council (CFO)', there are currently more than 395,325 active dentists in Brazil
and, according to the Ministry of Education?, there are more than 630 dental programs. In all regions of Brazil, the
dentist-to-population ratio is low3. At the same time, more than half of the Brazilian population has not been or
does not go to the dentist*.

In this context, it can be inferred that the job market in dentistry is saturated and highly competitive, making
advertising and publicity campaigns important tools for competing with an ever-increasing number of practicing
professionals®.

Dentists and undergraduate dental students need to be aware of all the rules governing advertising and publicity
campaigns in dentistry in Brazil to act according to the ethical and legal aspects of the profession. However, some
studiesé-® have shown that a large number of advertisements for dentists fail to comply with current regulations,
negatively exposing the professional to society and devaluing the category”.

Regional studies have identified irregular advertising as the primary cause of complaints brought before the Brazilian
Regional Dental Councils (CROs). In the state of Santa Catarina® for example, 65% of advertisements were
irregular, leading to 68% of legal ethical proceedings. A similar study© showed that inappropriate advertising was
responsible for around 19.4% of legal ethical proceedings at the CRO of the state of Pard. The importance of
ethical and social values in dentistry is underlined by this data, highlighting the need for a change in dentists'
perspective®.

Therefore, this study aimed to analyze dentists' and dental students' knowledge of advertising in dentistry in the
city of Porto Velho, state of Rondénia, Brazil, to discuss the ethical and legal aspects of dental advertising.

METHODS

This study was approved by the Centro Universitario S&o Lucas Research Ethics Committee, under CAAE number
16416219.8.0000.0013. This is a descriptive observational study, carried out using a questionnaire presented to
dentists and undergraduate dental students in the city of Porto Velho, state of Rondénia, Brazil. Dentists who were
duly registered with the CRO of Rondénia (CRO-RO) and who worked in private practices or the public service in
the municipality were invited to the study, totaling 1011 professionals. We also included undergraduate students
enrolled in the last two semesters (7th and 8th) of the undergraduate dental programs of the two higher education
institutions of Porto Velho. A total of 90 undergraduate students were invited to take part in the survey. Those who
did not wish to take part or answer the questionnaire and those who failed to meet the inclusion criteria were
excluded from the study.
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The survey was initially carried out by providing a printed copy of the questionnaire to the participants, who
answered the questions using a pen. During this phase, contact with the students was face-to-face, and the
questionnaires were delivered in person. Given the COVID-19 pandemic, which occurred during the research, and
the need for social isolation, we adapted the questionnaire to an electronic format, making it available to participants
through the Google Forms platform. The professionals were contacted through the CRO-RO, which agreed to send
the forms by direct mail to those registered in its database.

In cases where the survey happened in person, the participant was duly informed and signed the Informed Consent
Form (ICF) before the questionnaire was presented. In the electronic questionnaire, the ICF was the first section
of the online form. It included details about the survey and a question asking whether the participants wished to
answer the questionnaire, without prejudice if they chose to withdraw. Their consent to take part in the survey was
recorded at the end of the form by the option "Yes, / have understood the terms of the survey and | agree to
participate voluntarily’. The participants could only access the questionnaire after giving their consent. The
participants' consent to take part in the survey was fully given when they answered the survey questionnaire to the
end, both in the physical and the electronic questionnaires.

The questionnaire consisted of general questions (sex, time since graduation/program semester, graduation, Legal
Dentistry/Bioethics course during the undergraduate program, update course on ethics, knowledge of Bioethics
and Legislation in Dentistry) and specific questions on dental advertising and publicity campaigns, related to the
Brazilian Dental Code of Ethics (CEQ)9-'1 and CFO resolutions number 195 and 196/201912.13, There were three
possible answers to the specific questions (It is right; It is wrong; | am not sure/do not want to comment), and the
participant had to choose only one of them.

The data was tabulated in an electronic spreadsheet, including the data collected via the Google Forms platform
and via the physical forms. The results were then submitted to descriptive statistical analysis.

RESULTS

Of the 1011 dentists and 90 dental students invited to take part in the survey, only 69 (6.8%) dentists and 82
(91.1%) students participated, totaling 151 individuals. Among the participants, 100 (66.2%) were female and
51 (33.8%) were male. Among the dentists, 25 (36.2%) were recent graduates, having graduated from 1 to 5
years before the survey. Among dental students, 39 (47.6%) were in the 7th semester and 43 (52.4%) were in
the 8th semester (Table 1).

Table 1. Dentists' time since graduation (n=69) and students' semester in the undergraduate Dental Program (n=82).

Time since graduation (dentist) n (%)
Less than 1 year 3 (4.3)
From 1 to 5 years 25 (36.2)
From 6 to 10 years 20 (29.0)
More than 10 years 21 (30.4)

Undergraduate Program Semester
7th semester 39 (47.6)
8th semester 43 (52.4)

Most undergraduate students (83.5%) studied Bioethics and Legal Dentistry during their course. The percentage
of dentists who also took the same courses during their undergraduate studies was 65.9% (45), while 9 (12.6%)
professionals failed to take any courses related to the subject during their program. Regarding the number of
semesters taken with ethics courses, 68.4% (56) of the students and 60.9% (42) of the dentists took only 1
semester (Table 2).
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Table 2. Ethics-related courses taken and number of semesters with these courses.

Course taken Students (n=82) Dentists (n=69) Total (n=151)
Dental Bioethics and Legal Dentistry 68 (83.5%) 45 (65.9%) 113 (74.8%)
Only Dental Bioethics 14 (16.5%) 7 (10.1%) 21 (13.9%)
Other courses related 0 (0%) 8 (11.4%) 8 (5.3%)
Did not have such courses in the academic 0 (0%) 9 (12.6%) 9 (5.9%)
program

Number of semesters
1 semester 56 (68.4%) 42 (60.9%) 98 (64.9%)
2 semesters 11 (13.4%) 17 (24.6%) 28 (18.5%)
3 semesters 0 (0%) 2 (2.9%) 2 (1.3%)
Not informed 15 (18.2%) 8 (11.6%) 23 (15.3%)

Of all the participants, 55.6% (84) rated their knowledge of Bioethics and Dental Legislation as "reasonable” (Table 3).
Regarding the frequency of updates on ethics (Table 4), 43.7% (66) of all participants failed to keep themselves up to
date on Bioethics and Dental Legislation.

Table 3. Self-classification of knowledge on Dental Bioethics and Dental Legislation.

Self-classification Students (n=82) Dentists (n=69) Total (n=151)
Good 22 (26.8%) 14 (20.3%) 36 (23.8%)
Reasonable 44 (53.7%) 40 (58%) 84 (55.6%)
Little knowledge 16 (19.5%) 15 (21.7%) 31 (20.5%)

Table 4. Frequency of updates on ethics.

Frequency of updates Students (n=82) Dentists (n=69) Total (n=151)
6 months or less 13 (15.9%) 23 (33.3%) 36 (23.8%)
Less than 1 year 23 (28%) 21 (30.4%) 42 (27.8%)

| do not update myself 39 (47.6%) 25 (36.6%) 66 (43.7%)
Not informed 7 (8.5%) - 7 (4.6%)

As for the specific questions related to advertising and publicity campaigns in Dentistry (Table 5), we proposed 15
questions containing multiple choice alternatives (It is right, It is wrong, | am not sure/do not want to comment on that),
and the participant had to choose only one alternative. Five questions showed a high error rate (>10%), five had a high
uncertainty rate (>10%), and the other five questions had a high success rate (>80%), which are listed in order in
Table 5. The question with the most incorrect answers was "Is it right to publish before/during/after treatment photos
on social networks and websites with a signed ICF?", answered incorrectly by around 69.5% (57) students and 76.8%
(53) dentists.

The participants were strongly uncertain when answering two questions. The first was "Is it right to advertise your
academic qualifications?", which generated an "l am not sure/do not want to comment" response from over 30% of
dentists and students. The second question was "Is it right to carry out advertisements and publicity campaigns to
patients from laboratories and dental technicians?", causing uncertainty among dentists (23.2%) and students (43.9%)
(Table 5).

Other questions with results that deserve to be highlighted were: "Is it right to advertise dental equipment for commercial
purposes on behalf of companies that manufacture this equipment?" and "Is it right to advertise home care?", with
percentages of answers evenly divided among the alternatives (Table 5), but with relatively high percentages of wrong
answers (> 26%) and uncertainty (> 33%).
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Table 5. Specific questions related to advertising and publicity campaigns in dentistry.

Dentists _ Total
. Correct (n=69) Students (n=82) (n=151)
Questions answer Correct Incorrect Uncertain  Acertaram  Erraram Correct Incorrect  Uncertain  Duvida
Is it right to publish before/during/after treatment photos on social It is wron 12 53 4 (5.8%) 12 57 13 25 109 17
networks and websites with a signed ICF? g (17.4%) (76.8%) = (14.6%) (69.5%) (15.9%) (16.6%) (72.2%)  (11.2%)
Is it right to share photos of treatments carried out by other It is wron 47 8 14 53 8 (9.8%) 21 100 16 35
dentists? 9 (68.1%) (11.6%) (20.3%) (64.6%) =0 (25.6%) (66.2%) (106%)  (23.2%)
Is it right to advertise dental equipment for commercial purposes on It is wron 22 29 18 23 (28%) 20 39 46 49 56
behalf of the companies that manufacture this equipment? g (31.9%) (42%) (26.1%) ° (24.5%)  (47.5%) (30.5%) (32.5%) (37%)
Is it right to advertise home care? It is right 3/ 14 18 24 25 33 61 40 >0
9 ' 9 (53.6%)  (203%) (26.1%)  (29.3%)  (305%) (402%)  (404%)  (265%)  (33.1%)

Is it right to advertise and offer dental services through loudspeakers, It is wron 47 15 7 61 8 (9.8%) 13 108 23 20
promotional websites, or active telemarketing (direct mail) ? g (68.1%) (21.7%) (10.2%) (74.4%) =0 (15.8%) (71.5%) (152%)  (13.3%)
Is it right to carry out advertisements and publicity campaigns to . 44 16 40 36 84 15 52
patients from laboratories and dental technidans? tiswong —oaggy U8R oaog  ussw)  CUSP) uzom)  (5e®m)  (09%)  (345%)

o ) . P o 43 4 22 49 26 92 11 48
Is it right to advertise your academic qualifications? It is right (62.4%) (4.8%) (31.9%) (59.8%) 7 (85%) (31.7%) (60.9%) (7.3%) (31.8%)
Is it right to share about agreements the dentist has with other It is right 55 3 11 53 3 (3.7%) 26 108 6 37
companies, such as health insurance? 9 (79.7%) (4.3%) (15.9%) (64.6%) R (31.7%) (71.5%) (4%) (24.5%)
Is it right to share techniques and treatments that are in the research . 50 6 13 14 109 15 27
process? tiswong oy (s7%) (188w 0 U2 9UTRqoe 00wy 09m)  (17.9%)
Is it right to advertise payment methods in the media? It is wrong (896,;%) (8.6;%) 1 (1.4%) (752%) 7 (8.5%) (1 g;%) (82)232%) (8.165:%) (1 01.2%)
Is it right to advertise registered areas of specialization on your o 67 2 78 145 4 2
business card? tistght 97 99)  (2.9%) : (9520) ° AR 2(2A%)geey oe%)  (14%)
Is it right to promote your logo in the media (radio, TV, website, o 62 3 4 68 130 8 13
social networks)? tisight 0999 (43  (58%)  (829%) &1 01%) ggiay  (53%)  (86%)

- . . 61 5 3 69 11 130 7 14

?

Is it right to advertise free treatment’ It is wrong (88.4%) (7.2%) (4.4%) (84.2%) 2 (2.4%) (13.4%) (86.1%) (4.6%) (9.3%)
Is it right to make a diagnosis, prescribe treatment, or a consultation . 66 2 1 72 138 4
on mass media (social media/TV/Radio/website)? ltis wrong (95.8%) (2.8%) (1.4%) (87.8%) 2 @ee)  SEE) (91.4%) (2.7%) 2 (598
Is it right to talk about techniques used by other professionals as It is wrong 67 1 1 73 1 8 139 3 9
inappropriate or outdated? (97.2%) (1.4%) (1.4%) (89%) (1.2%) (9.8%) (92%) (2%) (6%)
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DISCUSSION

Throughout their professional careers, dentists need to understand how to use marketing tools to effectively reach clients
and attract potential patients. They should invest in dental services and consider pricing, distribution, and promaotion.
However, these issues must be considered ethically, legally, and with a view to valuing the profession. Professionals
must be aware of the ethical regulations in force in Brazil and follow them to avoid being penalized for non-compliance
with the existing rules4.

Although the questionnaire for the current survey was sent to all dentists with an active CRO in the city of Porto Velho,
only 6.8% of those invited responded to the form. Therefore, we may infer that the results fail to represent all dentists
in the country and should be interpreted with caution.

Even so, this study provides important information on the subject. Among the dentists who took part in the survey,
87.4% reported having taken courses related to Dental Bioethics and/or Legal Dentistry during their undergraduate
studies, while all undergraduate students had studied at least one of these courses, which shows that universities are
offering this knowledge to students.

However, when asked to rate their knowledge on the subject, many participants (55.6%) rated it as "reasonable”, and
around 20.5% said to know little about it. When asked how often they updated themselves on ethics, 43.7% of the
participants said they failed to do it. This data shows that both dentists and dental students have been failing to update
themselves on a topic that is becoming increasingly important in the profession’>¢ in a scenario governed by social
media and communication vehicles.

With regard to the specific questions on the rules of advertising and publicity campaigns in dentistry, there was a lack of
clarification on parts of the subject, since we observed a greater number of propositions with a high level of error and
doubt when compared to the propositions with higher levels of correctness. The proposition with the highest error rate
(72.2%) asked whether it was right to "publish before/during/after treatment photos on social networks and websites
with a signed ICF." Both the CEO?® and CFO Resolution 196/201913 state that treatment photos should not be shown
to the public, except in the scientific community with the patient's consent. A previous study”’ found similar data, analyzing
384 dentists' professional profiles, 76.6% of whom posted patients' before/during/after treatment photos.

For that reason, the CFO's apparent permission through Resolution 196/201913 to publish before and after treatment
photos is being discussed. The action went beyond the provision of the CEO® (Art. 44, items V, VI, and XlI), which
prohibits the disclosure of before and after photos in any means of information distribution, and by Law 5081/19661"
(Art. 7, item a), which prohibits the public exhibition of dental work. Scholars in the deontological field claim that
Resolution 196/2019(15) was edited and published in breach of basic legal concepts by disregarding what was
previously established by the aforementioned regulations, which are hierarchically superior in the Brazilian legal system.
It was also made without observing the relevant competence and rite for changing matters present in these regulations
(Law 4.324/1964 and Regulatory Decree 68.704/1971), which raised questions about its effectiveness and legal
validity”.

In addition, the publication of "before and after" photos can lead to great expectations by patients. The professional's
work can thus be questioned in court in case of lack of patient satisfaction and the comparison between reality and what
was promised by the dentist, considering the dissemination of photos as marketing. It is up to the dentist to warn the
patient that there are no aesthetic miracles, avoiding saying things like "this treatment will make your smile perfect," or
using advertising mechanisms that go against this understanding'+.

We can also highlight the question "Is it right to advertise your academic qualifications?", in which 31.8% of participants
selected "I'm not sure/do not want to comment". Previous studies have shown that a low percentage of dentists do this,
which may be due to a lack of knowledge about such activity being allowed.
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The question "Is it right to carry out advertisements and publicity campaigns to patients from laboratories and dental
technicians?", which is not allowed by the CEO, also revealed a high percentage of uncertainty (34.5%). Infractions of
this nature were mentioned in Silva et a/ (2020) '8 and Soares et a/ (2019)19.

Another very uncertain topic among dentists is the advertising of dental equipment by dental professionals, which is not
allowed by the CFO Resolution 196/201973. When asked about the subject, 32.5% of participants answered incorrectly
and 37% were unsure. Silva et a/ (2021)20 and Leal eral. (2017)(23) showed that some of the participating dentists
advertised equipment, in breach of the regulation above.

Finally, the lack of knowledge of these regulations can put dentists in complicated ethical and legal situations. In this
scenario, dental professionals must be aware of the need to ethically advertise their services, with constant updating,
training, and academic background that goes beyond technical competence since professional excellence requires the
ethical and humanistic improvement of the individual'4.

CONCLUSIONS

Based on the data obtained, we observed a partial lack of clarification about advertising and publicitycampaigns in
dentistry among dental professionals and students. We identified the participants' main questions and mistakes on the
subject, including whether it was possible to use treatment photos, whether they could advertise their specialties, and
whether advertising dental equipment for commercial purposes was allowed.

This highlights the great importance of awareness-raising campaigns by the supervisory bodies (CROs) about ethics in
dental advertising and publicity campaigns in Brazil. This includes enhancing teaching in higher education institutions,
improving the frequency of updates on the subject, deepening the knowledge of dentists and dental students on
advertising and ethics, and promoting practical application of the ethical and professional guidelines learned during
professional life, which are necessary for fair and ethical action.
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