
Mortality of dentists, 1961 to 1966

Bureau of Economic Research and Statistics

The Bureau of Economic Research and Statistics 
has received copies of the death certificates of den
tists from most of the state departments of health 
since 1951. Periodically, the Bureau collects data 
from the death certificates and compiles figures on 
the major causes of death and compares the mor
tality data of dentists with those of the general 
white male population over 24 years of age, since 
this segment of the population is very similar to 
the population of dentists. In order to prevent the 
sample from being unduly distorted, the death cer
tificates of female and nonwhite dentists were re
moved.

This study includes 6,070 white male dentists 
who died from 1961 through 1966. Table 1 shows 
the comparison by region between the percentage 
of deceased dentists included in the study and 
that of all living dentists.

Causes of death were classified in accordance 
with the Manual o f  the International Statistical 
Classification o f  Diseases, Injuries, and Causes 
o f  Death (seventh revision), published by the 
World Health Organization. A  cause o f death is

Table 1 ■ Percentage distribution of 6,070 deceased white 
male dentists, 1961 to 1966 and percentage distribution by 
region of dentists in 1966.

Region
Deceased

dentists
Dentists

1966

% %
N e w  England 3.2 6.9
M id d le  East 16.6 27.3
Southeast 19.0 14.0
Southwest 6.7 5.7
C e n tra l 43.2 25.8
N o rth w e s t 7.3 5.0
Far W e s 1 4.0 15.3

T o ta l 100.0 100.0

defined as the morbid condition or disease pro
cess, abnormality, injury, or poisoning leading 
directly or indirectly to death. It is the underlying 
cause of death that is classified, and this is (a) the 
disease or injury which initiated the train of mor
bid events leading directly to death, or (b) the 
circumstances of the accident or violence which 
produced the fatal injury.1

Of the 15 major causes of death, diseases of the 
circulatory system accounted for 51.59% of the 
dentists’ deaths. Previous studies on the mortality 
of dentists were published in 1956 and 1962. Com
parison of the findings of the current study with 
those of the earlier studies provides evidence of a 
very encouraging trend: In 1956, the percentage
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Table 3 ■ Mean age at death according to cause of death.

Cause o f  dea th

M e a n  ag e  a t dea th

Dentists W h ite  male popu- 
Dentists a g e -a d ju s te d  la tio n  o v e r  24 yea rs

Diseases o f  c irc u la to ry  system 71.8 71.8 70.1
N eoplasm s 69.5 69.4 66.8
Diseases o f  n e rvous  system and sense organs 76.2 75.8 73.9

A ccidents , po ison ings, and v io lence 59.0 59.8 54.3
Diseases o f  d ig e s tive  system 69.7 69.6 64.4
Diseases o f  re s p ira to ry  system 74.3 74.6 71.3
Diseases o f  g e n ito u r in a ry  system 77.0 77.2 71.5
AJJergic, e n d o c rin e  system, m e ta b o lic , a nd  n u tr it io n a l diseases 69.0 69.5 67.4

Symptoms, sen ility , and  il l-d e fin e d  c o n d itio n s 71.7 71.9 66.2

In fe c tive  and p a ra s itic  diseases 67.9 67.8 65.0

Diseases o f  b lo o d  and b lo o d -fo rm in g  organs 70.0 70.2 69.0

Diseases o f  bones and organs o f  m ovem ent 73.3 73.9 65.2

M e n ta l, psych o n e u ro tic , and p e rs o n a lity  d iso rde rs 62.2 61.5 56.4

C o n g e n ita l m a lfo rm ations 67.5 66.8 51.2

Diseases o f  skin and  c e llu la r  tissue ... * ... * 66.1

A ll causes 71.2 71.2 68.5

^S ta tis tics  o m itfe d  because o f  re la t iv e  un re lia b ility .

of deaths reportedly caused by diseases of the cir
culatory system was 54.89; in 1962, the percent
age was 53.69. Primarily responsible for the tend
ency toward fewer deaths caused by diseases of 
the circulatory system is a gradual reduction in 
the number of deaths caused by heart disease. 
The 1956 figures showed that 50.42% of all den
tists died from heart disease for the years covered 
by that study. In 1962, this figure had declined 
to 48.97%, and currently to 46.29% . Deaths 
caused by diseases of the arteries have been on 
the rise. The 4.18% of dentists’ deaths caused by 
diseases of the arteries is higher than the 3.55% 
reported in 1962 and much higher than the 2.85% 
reported in 1956 (Table 2).

Neoplasms accounted for 16.64% of dentists’ 
deaths. This figure was almost unchanged from 
the earlier studies. Deaths caused by diseases of 
the nervous system and sense organs are increasing. 
The 1956 figure was 10.40%; in 1962, 11.64%, 
and currently, 12.13%. The proportion of deaths 
resulting from accidents, poisonings and vio
lence was 5.70%, about the same as in the pre
vious studies. Of the 346 dentists who died vio
lently, there were 115 suicides and 7 murder 
victims (Table 2).

Table 3 shows the mean age of dentists and the 
mean age of the white male population at death 
for each of the 15 major causes. The table shows 
the mean ages of dentists as calculated from the 
death certificates and the mean ages of dentists 
adjusted, as well as the mean ages for the white 
male population over 24 years of age. The den
tists’ ages at death were adjusted so that valid 
comparisons could be made with similar data for 
the general white male population over 24 years

of age. The adjustments were made by calculating 
the proportionate differences in the respective 
age distributions of living dentists and that of the 
white male population. In this manner, a factor 
was obtained for each age group, and the number 
of dentists who died in each age group was mul
tiplied by this factor. For example, 9.90% of the 
dentists and 11.00% of the white male population 
over 24 were in the age bracket 25 through 29. 
In order to equalize this difference, 11.00 was 
divided by 9.90, yielding a factor of 1.11. The 
number of dentists who died between ages 25 and 
29 was multiplied by this factor, yielding an esti
mate of the number of dentists who would have 
died had the percentage age distribution of den
tists been the same as that of the white male pop
ulation. Both the mean and adjusted mean ages of 
dentists who died from all causes were 71.2 
years; this identity is accounted for by the fact 
that the age distributions of dentists and the white 
male population over 24 were almost identical, 
and the mean ages of the two groups were identi
cal.

The age-adjusted percentages in Table 4 used 
the same factors as did the adjusted mean ages in 
Table 3. The percentage of dentists who died 
from diseases of the circulatory system was greater 
than that for the general population of white 
males. It is interesting that through age 54, the 
percentage of dentists who died from diseases of 
the circulatory system is smaller than the per
centage of white males. Then, beginning with the 
55 through 59 age group, the percentage of den
tists who died from this cause is higher. A  similar 
trend was present in the two earlier studies, but 
in those studies, the percentage of dentists who
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