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	Background:
Public Health Dentistry plays a vital role in improving oral health at the population level through prevention, education, and policy advocacy. Despite its importance, this specialty often receives less attention compared to clinical branches, with students’ career choices frequently influenced by financial and clinical factors. Understanding students' perceptions and motivations can help guide educational strategies to strengthen interest in PHD and ensure a workforce equipped to address community oral health needs.
Aim:
To examine the attitude of dental students towards selecting Public Health Dentistry (PHD) as a career.
Methods:
A descriptive cross-sectional study was conducted among third-year, fourth-year, and CRRI dental students at Adhiparasakthi Dental College and Hospital. A self-administered questionnaire evaluated motivations for choosing dentistry, career aspirations, and views on PHD. Data were analyzed using SPSS software (version 23.0, IBM Corp., USA). Descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages) and Chi-square tests were applied to determine associations between academic year and responses (p < 0.05).
Results:
Among 253 participants (68 males, 185 females), 73% viewed PHD as emotionally and socially rewarding. Career preference was significantly associated with perceived ease of employment (p = 0.027),personality development opportunities (p = 0.041). Over 92% acknowledged PHD’s role in oral health awareness, and 85% identified strong prospects in teaching and research.
Conclusion:
Dental students demonstrated a positive attitude toward PHD, valuing its social impact and academic potential. Integrating mentorship, community-based education, and structured career guidance could further foster interest in this specialty.
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1.Bottom of Form
INTRODUCTION
Public Health Dentistry (PHD) comprises a specialty in the field of dentistry that is directed not only at treating patients, but also at mitigating disease, extending awareness about oral health, and improving accessibility of dental services at the community and populational levels. This field earns primary importance for prospective dentists who seek a health professional career with significant time spent in clinical practice incorporating service, community development, and research.
In the past few decades, oral health in India has taken the back seat.[1] Oral disease continues to remain a burden for developing nations like India and especially among rural populations.[2] The increased prevalence of dental disease coincides with a rapid nutritional transition experienced in the last few decades and would hypothetically be one of its consequences.[3,4] Research and practice in dental public health (DPH) has been focused almost exclusively upon the two major problems: dental caries and periodontal disease. More recently, practitioner attention has placed considerable emphasis upon promoting the public's health, of which dentists are a part of the health care professional group, in society.[5] Given the current conditions surrounding the field of health care it continues to be an eye-catching field of professions for dentists in particular.[6]
Numerous studies examining the motivations and aspirations of dental students have been conducted across the world. However, only a small number of studies have investigated the factors that impact one’s decision to pursue postgraduate education, particularly in one of the myriad disciplines of postgraduate training. Public Health Dentistry (PHD) is unique among specialties in dentistry, as it focuses on community and population health concerns rather than the treatment of individual patients. PHD is the specialty branch of dentistry that is responsible for overseeing population oral health surveillance, developing policies and programs, and implementing disease prevention and health promotion in community settings. [7]
In India, the students are evaluating postgraduate specialty options, holds far less regard for PHD. PHD is the basis upon which dental health care services are built it is also key to understanding a higher awareness of its disciplinary attributes if there is any sociological role and social responsibility. Student interest in dental specialty education, such as PHD, also seems to have the potential to be influenced by a multitude of factors in their decision to pursue a specific career and to choose a specific educational institution.
Public Health Dentistry is important in the resolution of oral health disparities, the advancement of preventive care, and enhancing oral health among communities. Not withstanding its significance, PHD is a less desirable specialty for dental graduates, who might choose clinical or commercially rewarding disciplines. This can result in a deficit of public health professionals, compromising community outreach and oral health promotion activities. Knowledge of attitudes, perceptions, and motivations of dental students toward PHD is critical for determining gaps in awareness, dispelling misinformation, and developing education interventions. The research is highly pertinent in the Indian scenario, where the oral disease burden is high, and the demand for population-based dental care professionals is increasing. The objective of the Study is to evaluate the perceptions and attitudes of third-year, fourth-year, and CRRI dental students regarding selecting Public Health Dentistry as a career, and to determine the important factors affecting their career choices.
2.MATERIALS AND METHODS
2.1.Study Design
The study was a cross-sectional, questionnaire survey of undergraduate dental students to determine their attitudes towards considering Public Health Dentistry (PHD) as a career option in the future.
2.2.Study Setting and Population
The research was held in Adhiparasakthi Dental College and Hospital, which is situated in Melmaruvathur, Tamil Nadu, India. The study population of the research was undergraduate dental students studying in the institution, more specifically those who are in the 3rd year, final year, and Compulsory Rotatory Residential Internship (CRRI) periods of their course of study.
2.3.Inclusion Criteria
Undergraduate dental students in the 3rd year, final year, and CRRI levels who are presently studying in Adhiparasakthi Dental College and Hospital.
Volunteer students willing to participate in the study.
2.4.Exclusion Criteria
Students who refused or did not agree to be part of the survey.
2.5.Sampling Method and Sample Size
A convenience sampling method was adopted to recruit participants for the present study. The structured questionnaire was circulated online through various social media platforms, primarily via WhatsApp groups comprising dental students. In total, 253 dental students responded to the invitation and completed the survey .
2.6.Study Instrument
A self-administered, structured, and closed-ended questionnaire was designed using Google Forms. The questionnaire consisted of two main sections: Section A included Demographic and Academic Information including age, gender, academic year (3rd year, final year, CRRI), Reason for choosing dentistry as a profession, Future career plans, Subject preference within dentistry and Section B focused on attitude towards Public Health Dentistry. This section contained 13 questions designed to assess the students’ attitudes towards selecting Public Health Dentistry as a career. Answers were captured on a five-point Likert scale - strongly Agree,  Agree, Neutral, Disagree, Strongly Disagree. The pre-test questionnaire was administered to a small sample to check for clarity and relevance before the final distribution.
2.7.Data Collection 
The final questionnaire was sent electronically via WhatsApp to students’ academic groups. It was voluntary, anonymous, and students were notified of the study purpose. Data was collected within a specific time frame until the target number of responses was reached.
2.8.Ethical Considerations
Participation was voluntary and no personal identifiers were gathered, maintaining anonymity and confidentiality. The research followed ethical research principles, and informed consent was implied by virtue of completing the questionnaire.
2.9.Statistical Analysis
Data from completed Google Forms responses were downloaded to Microsoft Excel for initial tabulation. The responses were quantified in terms of frequencies and percentages. To evaluate statistically significant correlations between demographic variables (e.g., academic year) and Public Health Dentistry attitudes, the Chi-square test was utilized with the aid of proper statistical software SPSS software (version 23.0, IBM Corp., USA). A p-value of <0.05 (p < 0.05) was considered statistically significant.
3.RESULTS 
The present study includes 185 females and 68 males of which 107 3rd year, 58 final year and 88 CRRI students, after administering the questionnaire, only completed responses were included for analysis. The findings from Table 1 reveal a comprehensive overview of students’ perceptions and motivational factors influencing their choice of Public Health Dentistry (PHD) as a postgraduate specialization. Across the three academic groups—III BDS, IV BDS, and CRI (Compulsory Rotatory Interns)—the dominant factors guiding the decision to choose PHD appear to be personal interest (64.4%), inspiration from established dentists (66%), and encouragement by teachers (65.2%). This indicates that intrinsic motivation and professional role models play a crucial role in shaping students’ attitudes towards this specialty. Such results emphasize the importance of mentorship and exposure to inspiring figures during undergraduate training, as these can strongly influence students’ postgraduate aspirations. 
In addition, the emotional, social, and economic benefits (58.9%) associated with the field, along with the specialty’s contribution to improving community oral health awareness (54.9%), were also appreciated by many students. This demonstrates that students recognize PHD as a field that offers both personal fulfillment and societal impact, aligning with values of public service and preventive care. However, the study also identified that perceptions were not uniform across all groups. A moderate association (p = 0.027) was observed concerning the availability of job opportunities indicating significant variability in how different student groups view career prospects in PHD. While some may perceive it as a stable and expanding domain, others—especially undergraduates—might still harbor uncertainty about employability or income potential compared to clinical specialties.
TABLE 1: Distribution of participant’s willingness to choose PHD as PG option
	Question
	Response
	III YEAR BDS
n (%)
	IV YEAR BDS
n (%)
	CRI
n (%)
	Total
	P value 

	I wish to choose the subject Public Health Dentistry as a career option in MDS as it is my career of interest
	Agree
	69(27.3)
	33(13.0)
	61(21.1)
	163(64.4)
	0.819

	
	Disagree
	2(0.8)
	1(0.4)
	1(0.4)
	4(1.6)
	

	
	Neutral
	23(9.1)
	16(6.3)
	15(5.9)
	54(21.3)
	

	
	Strongly agree
	12(4.7)
	8(3.2)
	11(4.3)
	31(12.3)
	

	
	Strongly disagree
	1(0.4)
	0
	0
	1(0.4)
	

	I am inspired by my an eminent public health dentist 
	Agree
	71(28.1)
	29(11.5)
	65(25.7)
	165(65.2)
	0.402

	
	Disagree
	2(0.8)
	2(0.8)
	1(0.4)
	5(2.0)
	

	
	Neutral
	26(10.3)
	21(8.3)
	17(6.7)
	64(25.3)
	

	
	Strongly agree
	8(3.2)
	6(2.4)
	4(1.6)
	18(7.1)
	

	
	Strongly disagree
	0
	0
	1(0.4)
	1(0.4)
	

	I am inspired by my public health dentistry teacher
	Agree
	71(28.1)
	20(11.5)
	65(25.7)
	165(65.2)
	0.169

	
	Disagree
	2(0.8)
	2(0.8)
	1(0.4)
	5(2.0)
	

	
	Neutral
	26(10.3)
	21(8.3)
	17(6.7)
	64(25.3)
	

	
	Strongly agree
	8(3.2)
	6(2.4)
	4(1.6)
	18(7.1)
	

	
	Strongly disagree
	0
	0
	1(0.4)
	1(0.4)
	

	The specialty is rewarding (emotionally/socially/financially)
	Agree
	57(22.5)
	29(11.5)
	63(24.9)
	149(58.9)
	0.240

	
	Disagree
	3(1.2)
	2(0.8)
	1(0.4)
	6(2.4)
	

	
	Neutral
	35(13.8)
	20(7.9)
	21(8.3)
	76(30.0)
	

	
	Strongly agree
	11(4.3)
	7(2.8)
	3(1.2)
	21(8.3)
	

	
	Strongly disagree
	1(0.4)
	0
	0
	1(0.4)
	

	The specialty offers easy employment
	Agree
	55(21.7)
	22(8.7)
	57(22.5)
	134(53.0)
	0.027*

	
	Disagree
	2(0.8)
	4(1.6)
	2(0.8)
	8(3.2)
	

	
	Neutral
	44(17.4)
	25(9.9)
	25(9.9)
	94(37.2)
	

	
	Strongly agree
	6(2.4)
	7(2.8)
	4(1.6)
	17(6.7)
	

	
	Strongly disagree
	0
	0
	0
	0
	

	The specialty is a vital component in creating oral health awareness in the society
	Agree
	55(21.7)
	27(10.7)
	57(22.5)
	139(54.9)
	0.109

	
	Disagree
	0
	0
	0
	0
	

	
	Neutral
	41(16.2)
	24(9.5)
	28(11.1)
	93(36.8)
	

	
	Strongly agree
	11(4.3)
	7(2.8)
	3(1.2)
	21(8.3)
	

	
	Strongly disagree
	0
	0
	0
	0
	


*Statistically significant at p<0.05, Chi-Square test

Table 2 highlights students’ attitudes regarding the professional and social attractiveness of Public Health Dentistry (PHD). The findings indicate a generally positive perception among respondents, emphasizing both the intellectual and societal value of the specialty. A majority of students (61.3%, p = 0.008) agreed that PHD offers challenging and stimulating work, suggesting that they view the field as intellectually engaging and requiring critical thinking, problem-solving, and innovation in addressing community oral health needs. Additionally, 63.2% felt that the profession allows for responsible social participation, reflecting recognition of the specialty’s role in improving population-level oral health and contributing to public welfare through preventive programs, health education, and outreach initiatives. Furthermore, 57.7% of respondents believed that pursuing PHD opens international opportunities—either for advanced studies or professional practice abroad—indicating awareness of its global relevance and the growing demand for public health professionals worldwide. Similarly, 61.3% felt that it provides avenues to help others, underlining the altruistic and service-oriented nature of the profession. A statistically significant association was observed between attitudes toward PHD and the perception of its role in personality development (p = 0.041). This suggests that students perceive PHD as a discipline that enhances communication skills, leadership, empathy, and confidence through community engagement and multidisciplinary collaboration. In general, both tables suggest overall positive responses to PHD as a career, with statistically significant differences between perceptions for ease of employment, challenge, and personality development.

TABLE 2: Distribution of participants’ attitude towards Public Health Dentistry
	Question
	Response
	III YEAR BDS
n (%)
	IV YEAR BDS
n (%)
	CRI
n (%)
	Total
	P value 

	The specialty pay is better than the other branches
	Agree
	53(20.9)
	25(9.9)
	60(23.7)
	138(54.5)
	0.078

	
	Disagree
	4(1.6)
	3(1.2)
	1(0.4)
	8(3.2)
	

	
	Neutral
	42(16.6)
	24(9.5)
	21(8.3)
	87(34.4)
	

	
	Strongly agree
	8(3.2)
	6(2.4)
	5(2.0)
	19(7.5)
	

	
	Strongly disagree
	0
	0
	1(0.4)
	1(0.4)
	

	The specialty offers a challenging job
	Agree
	62(24.5)
	29(11.5)
	64(25.3)
	155(61.3)
	0.008*

	
	Disagree
	2(0.8)
	5(2)
	3(1.2)
	10(4)
	

	
	Neutral
	37(14.6)
	20(7.9)
	18(7.1)
	75(29.6)
	

	
	Strongly agree
	6(2.4)
	4(1.6)
	1(0.4)
	11(4.4)
	

	
	Strongly disagree
	0
	0
	2(0.8)
	2(0.8)
	

	The specialty offers a chance to be a responsible social health activist
	Agree
	67(26.5)
	33(13)
	60(23.7)
	160(63.2)
	0.540

	
	Disagree
	0
	1(0.4)
	2(0.8)
	3(1.2)
	

	
	Neutral
	29(11.5)
	17(6.7)
	19(7.5)
	65(25.7)
	

	
	Strongly agree
	11(4.3)
	7(2.8)
	6(2.4)
	24(9.5)
	

	
	Strongly disagree
	0
	0
	1(0.4)
	1(0.4)
	

	The specialty offers good opportunities to continue education/work abroad
	Agree
	61(24.1)
	25(9.9)
	60(23.7)
	146(57.7)
	0.175

	
	Disagree
	2(0.8)
	2(0.8)
	1(0.4)
	5(2.0)
	

	
	Neutral
	34(13.4)
	23(9.1)
	19(7.5)
	76(30.0)
	

	
	Strongly agree
	9(3.6)
	9(3.6)
	6(2.4)
	24(9.5)
	

	
	Strongly disagree
	1(0.4)
	0
	1(0.4)
	2(0.8)
	

	The specialty offers a chance to help people
	Agree
	67(26.5)
	30(11.9)
	58(22.9)
	155(61.3)
	0.334

	
	Disagree
	2(0.8)
	2(0.8)
	1(0.4)
	5(2.0)
	

	
	Neutral
	28(11.1)
	21(8.3)
	23(9.1)
	72(28.5)
	

	
	Strongly agree
	10(4)
	5(2.0)
	4(1.6)
	19(7.5)
	

	
	Strongly disagree
	0
	0
	2(0.8)
	2(0.8)
	

	The specialty helps in the development of personality in a society point of view
	Agree
	74(29.2)
	30(11.9)
	66(26.1)
	170(67.2)
	0.041*

	
	Disagree
	0
	0
	0
	0
	

	
	Neutral
	23(9.1)
	22(8.7)
	15(5.9)
	60(23.7)
	

	
	Strongly agree
	10(4.0)
	6(2.4)
	7(2.8)
	23(9.1)
	

	
	Strongly disagree
	0
	0
	0
	0

	


*Statistically significant at p<0.05, Chi-Square test

4.DISCUSSION
The study assessed undergraduate dental students’ perceptions and attitudes toward community service, Public Health Dentistry (PHD) as a discipline, and as a career option for postgraduate study. The results indicated a largely favorable response toward community involvement and PHD in the undergraduate curriculum. In addition, employability, job challenge, and personality development were three factors that positively influenced the decision to choose PHD as a career. These results are consistent with previous studies noting an increased awareness of the social and preventive aspects of dentistry[8,9,10].
The present study found that 91.4 % of the responders were prepared to become involved in community oral health programs, suggesting that there may be a robust ability for social accountability among dental undergraduates. This finding is comparable to results from Sharma et al.[11], who noted over 85 % of Indian dental students recognized the importance of community service. Du Toit et al.[12]also recognized that altruism and the desire to serve society were common influencing factors for choosing a career in dentistry globally. These results may support the suggestion that exposure to community programs and promotion of social accountability in undergraduate health programs is significant.
Although the altruistic tendency is admirable, the tendency to convert this altruism to long-term practice in communities hinges on being enabled to do so through outreach programs that are intentionally planned and sanctioned by curricula, government policies, and remuneration[13]. The non-significant associations (p = 0.34) between willingness to change and all other variables collected in this study may denote a similarly high baseline of community orientation or a tendency to respond with social desirability. Regardless, this study suggests the potential for using this enthusiasm as a springboard for rethinking educational curriculums, policies and support.
Almost all students (96 %) in our study had a positive perception of PHD, either as “very interesting” or “good.” This overall positivity indicates that the PHD education was conducted successfully in this institution. The addition of community surveys, health camps, and field exercises in epidemiology may have helped to provide practical engagement in student learning, thereby alleviating the perception that PHD is merely theoretical consulting.
Conflicting information has been reported in other Indian studies. Devi et al.[14] showed that only 52 % positively perceived PHD as a subject, while Sharma et al.[11] indicated that many students were neutral or unaware of the subject matter further. Similarly, Daud et al.[15]reported patterns in Qatar but found that students valued the community engaged with their dental experience but considered PHD less clinically appealing. Consequently, the newer cohort may have experienced educator’s pedagogical innovations or a strengthened institutional focus on community health.
Evolving an appreciation for PHD seems to coincide with early or more highly interactive experiences. Involvement in interactive teaching, exposure to problem-based learning activities, and organizing environmental and community field research components also supports positive perception and retention[16]. Since the vast majority of our study population consisted of third-year and fourth-year students, the observed effect may be due in part to their simultaneous exposure to various public health queue lines during this course.
This study indicated that a majority (73%) of those surveyed reported the value of a PHD as being social and emotionally rewarding regarding their specialty choice. Practical  considerations—including ease of employment (p=0.027), the nature of the job (p=0.008), and personal development (p=0.041)—were also found to impact their preferences significantly. Overall, it appears that student choice incorporates both altruistic and practical rationales for their choices[17].
Similar research conducted in Saudi Arabia and India, supports the idea of this hybrid influence. Halawany et al. reported that motivations for specialty choices included income security, professional esteem, and intellectual challenge amongst many others. Moreover, Halawany's survey which compared graduate student choices in two different countries, revealed that career choice was shaped by intrinsic interest, albeit also by "perceived job availability" and social recognition. In India, for instance, Public Health Dentistry is often seen as less lucrative than clinical specialties (e.g. orthodontics or oral surgery) thus dissuading potential aspirants from pursuing a specialty, even if it appears to carry social value[18,019].
In addition, through various types of qualitative methodology, researchers were able to cite career desirability most related to PHD if it was framed as dynamic, intellectual stimulating, and with various employable opportunities, particularly if they are in academia, research, program management, or policy making. This study's participants supported, with a range of over 85%, the options to teach and pursue research through a PHD program, and 92% recognized that PHD provides options to develop community knowledge, all reflective of the specialty's multidimensional value.
Although the overall trend towards PHD in this study is greater than previously reported, the general trend of the influences remains consistent. Sharma et al.[11] concluded that while many students recognized the value of a PHD, only one-third saw this as a career due to the uncertainty about job outcomes. Devi et al.[14] found similar limiting influences in that a lack of awareness of jobs and low salaries diminished the early interest they had developed.
Conversely, the current sample suggested that career practicality (easy employment and a challenge) was a strong predictor of interest, which implies that informing prospective students about viable pathways promotes engagement. This observation represents an important shift in paradigm: when prospective students are educated on the broader domain of public health dentistry (e.g., teaching, epidemiology, research administration, and health policy), the specialty becomes more appealing[20].
Niven et al.[21] in the UK, theorized dental career decision-making occurs in four phases including exposure, exploration, experience, and engagement. It seems the cohort in this study are operating in the “experience” phase of decision making and are developing preferences for specialties based on direct contacts with fieldwork and mentors, which in turn causes their preferences to shift. Exposure may explain the higher percentages of positive responses than less exposed localities previously reported.
The observation that “easy employment” and “challenging nature of work” are significant motivating factors may seem contradictory; however, it illustrates students’ balanced expectations—stable work that is also stimulating. The other important variable, personality development, verifies students’ awareness of soft-skill development in PHDs, particularly regarding competencies that support communication, leadership, and community involvement.
Gallagher et al. (2007) highlighted that vocational dental practitioners often view dentistry as a professionally contained career, offering defined roles, stability, and clear professional expectations within healthcare[22]. Chen et al. (2023) found that career satisfaction among Australian oral health therapists is shaped by a balance of workplace support, professional autonomy, workload pressures, and opportunities for career progression[23].
This resonates with qualitative findings by Daud et al.[15] in BMC Medical Education, who emphasized that professional growth and developing interpersonal relationships were important motivational themes for their dental students. With these traits worth noting alongside PHD preference, it becomes apparent that students see value in self-efficacy, contribution to academia, and relevance to the community, in addition to monetary compensation. A limitation of the present student was cross-sectional study design with self-reported responses that may have potential social desirability bias, especially on questions pertaining to commitment to their community. Additionally, data collection came from one dental institution, thus care should be taken in applying findings to other dental institutions. It is likely that responses would differ depending on the curriculum variation in clinical exposure, meaning faculty engagement in practice, and/or student engagement and exposure in community outreach. Another potential limitation was that the data collected did not have multivariate analysis to account for potential confounders (gender, socio-economic situation, year in dental school) where possible. Using qualitative interviews in future research would offer an additional understanding of the underlying beliefs of students, peer influences, and parental expectations.

5.CONCLUSION  
The study points out that dental students have a largely positive attitude towards Public Health Dentistry as a realistic and rewarding career option. This disposition is more so based on intrinsic factors—altruism, a sense of serving the underprivileged, and a desire for professional satisfaction—than on sheer economic rewards. Most students appreciate the singular chance Public Health Dentistry offers to leave a meaningful mark on population health, bridge gaps in oral health care, and bring about systemic change.
To continue to foster this interest, institutions have the potential to play a crucial role by incorporating formal mentorship programs, community-based learning opportunities, and focused career guidance into dental curricula. Exposure to actual public health environments not only reaffirms the social significance of the specialty but also makes students more aware of its challenges and rewards. Mentorship by experts in the discipline can instill confidence and advice regarding educational and career development. By these supportive measures, dental schools may encourage a socially responsible attitude among future professionals, ultimately leading to a more equitable and community-oriented dental workforce ready to address public health demands.
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