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ABSTRACT

Objectives: Dental problems are among the main concerns 

of seafarers and a relevant cause of medical consultations 

aboard international vessels. Seafarers may neglect their oral 

hygiene during long voyages and are known for their excessive 

intake of beverages or unhealthy food which contains copious 

amounts of fermentable carbohydrates and sugars, which are 

prime risk factors of dental caries. Majority of studies done on 

oral health status of seafarers are dated. This paper presents 

a questionnaire developed by Centro Internazionale Radio 

Medico (CIRM), the Italian Telemedical Maritime Assistance 

Service (TMAS) to investigate the oral hygiene condition of 

sea farers and to assess their awareness and sensitivity on this 

pertinent health problem.

Methodology: A questionnaire including 26 questions cover­

ing general information about the subject, including denture 

status, smoking, drinking and eating habits, general appea­

rance of gingiva, oral muscosa and lips was developed. The 

research questionnaire was created to assess the oral health 

situation of Seafarers on board various ships around the world. 

The questionnaire was forwarded to different ships using the 

platform of Centro Internationzionale Radio Medico in Rome. 

Twenty­six questions on various oral hygiene indicators were 

part of the questionnaire. Captains of the ship were requested 

to summarize the results on a summary sheet provided by 

CIRM. CIRM started out sending questionnaire at the end of 

June 6 and the project concluded in October.

Results: In the 3 months of the survey, CIRM assisted 1,198 

ships. All these ships were requested to take part in the research 

survey. CIRM received positive response from 65 vessels. The 

rate of return was 5.4%. Two thousand and sixty seamen filled 
the ques tion naire. No difficulty was reported by ship’s captains 
in summarizing the results of the survey.

Conclusion: The findings of the research will be presented in 

an original research article after completion of data analysis.
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Captains of the ships who took part in the project were awarded 

certificates of appreciation for their effort. The results of the 
project will be useful in future policy initiatives regarding oral 

healthcare of seafarers. 
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InTRODuCTIOn

Seafarers represent a vulnerable group as they are iso­

lated during long sea voyages. Seafarers are susceptible 

the use of excessive amounts of snacks, they also consume 

excessive amounts of tea, coffee and beverages due to 

their odd working hours and unique lifestyle, most of 

these dietary substances contain fermentable carbo hy­

drates and sugars. Food rich in fermentable carbo hydrates 

and sugar is considered to be prime risk factors of dental 

caries and associated dental diseases.1,2 This is the rea­

son why Centro Internazionale Radio Medico (CIRM) 

decided to create this questionnaire on oral health habits 

of sea farers. Centro Internazionale Radio Medico was 

established in 1935 with the aim of giving free radio 

medical advice to ships of all nationalities navigating on 

international waters. The center has its headquarters in 

Rome, and its basic medical services are completely free 

of charge. Requests for medical advice reaching CIRM 

are handled by doctors who are on 24­hour duty.3

Dental fitness of seafarers is deemed essential by  
International Labour Organization (ILO) and World 

Health Organization (WHO).4 One study has demon­

strated that seafarers neglect oral hygiene during long 

voyages.5 Seafarers have been widely reported for their 

unusually high intake of nicotine which is probably  

related to occupational stress and odd duty hours. Nico­

tine is considered as the most important preventable risk 

factor associated with periodontal disease.6 The Danish 

Radiomedical service in its annual report 2010, which 

covered over 1,300 consultations, reported that dental 

problems (8.1%) were among the four most reported 

concerns of seafarers.7 One study mentioned that on 
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merchant navy vessels with a complete lack of oral care 

facilities the causes of consultations for dental problems 

at foreign ports can be as high as 67%.8 A survey held in 

1995 reported that only 19 countries provide dedicated 

oral health services for seafarers.9

That is why more research is required to investigate 

the oral hygiene status of seafarers and to assess their 

aware ness and sensitivity to the problem.

MeTHODOlOgy 

A research questionnaire was prepared along with a 

summary of all the questions. The questionnaire was 

designed in English and Italian languages. A summary 

of all the questions on the questionnaire was also created 

for the captain of each ship to save time and paper work.

Two document files were created and sent via e-mail 
to various merchant navy ships, which were in contact 

with CIRM, the Italian Telemedical Maritime Assistance 

Service (TMAS). In the 3 months, CIRM conducted this 

survey, 1198 ships were contacted, 65 ships replied to 

CIRM’s request and took part in the research project by 

returning the filled questionnaire and the summary. The 
first document contained the actual questionnaire. The 
other document is a summary of the list of responses to 

the 26 questions on the questionnaire.

Letters were also written to various shipping compa­

nies asking them to collaborate with CIRM in this survey 

and to distribute the questionnaire among various ships 

in their fleet, the summary and a note of CIRM president 
introducing the initiative and explaining how to fill-in 
the questionnaire was also forwarded. Italian shipping 

companies with a long history of association with CIRM 

were contacted. All ships asking for medical advice to 

CIRM from 1 July 2014 till October 2014 were invited to 

participate in the research survey. Those interested in 

contri buting to the initiative were required to send an  

e­mail in response after which questionnaires and instruc ­

tions were sent to the participating ship. The cap tain of 

each ship was informed that he can fill the sum marized 
chart after getting responses of all the seamen on board. 

In case, the captain had any queries he was requested to 

contact via e­mail the CIRM dental specialist in charge 

of the project, Dr Syed Sarosh Mahdi. 

To appreciate the efforts of the captain CIRM has 

decided to award certificates and appreciation letters 
from the CIRM. Ships collaborating to the initiative also 

received a complimentary copy of the book oral hygiene 

and its maintenance, specifically developed for increasing 
the awareness of seafarers to the problem.15

ReSulTS 

In 3 months of the survey, CIRM assisted 1,198 ships 

and 65 ships returned the filled questionnaire back to 

CIRM, with a rate of return averaging around 5.42%. Two 

thousand and sixty seamen filled the questionnaire on 
board these 65 ships. No diffi culties were reported by 
ship’s captains in summarizing the results of the survey. 

The 26 questions covered the four areas mentioned  

below: (i) general information about the subject, (ii) den­

ture status, (iii) smoking, drinking and eating habits and 

(iv) actual mouth, gum and lips condition. The question­

naire, rate of return and other statistics can be found at 

the end of the manuscript in Tables 1 and 2. 

DISCuSSIOn

Seafarers lead extremely stressful lives due to social 

iso lation and other occupational challenges and their 

oral hygiene on board, generally remains neglected.10,11 

A detailed review of the literature has revealed that the 

oral hygiene problems and habits of seafarers have not 

been studied extensively and only a few investigations 

have been carried out on oral health situation of seafar­

ers.12 Another problem that was very evident after going 

through the literature on the topic is the fact that most of 

the studies done on oral health of seafarers are dated.13,14

This is the reason why CIRM decided to create this 

questionnaire on oral health habits of seafarers. CIRM 

was established in 1935 with the aim of giving free radio 

medical advice to ships of all nationalities navigating on 

international waters. The center has its headquarters in 

Rome, and its basic medical services are completely free 

of charge. Requests for medical advice reaching CIRM are 

handled by doctors who are on 24 hours duty.1 Centro 

Internazionale Radio Medico is now planning to extend 

its facilities to include a dental assistance and awareness 

program for seafarers navigating international waters. 

The program envisages complete dental evaluation of 

seafarers onboard and a dental checkup before they board 

the ship. The program could drastically bring down the 

number of dental­related emergencies onboard ships 

and improve oral hygiene and dental health of seafarers. 

As a starting point of this new project, addressing 

the problems of oral and dental health of seafarers, this 

research questionnaire presented above here has been 

developed. The questionnaire was filled by seaman of all 
ranks and has provided relevant insight into the dental 

health situation of seafarers. We are still in the process 

of date analysis, the complete results will help us to 

understand the oral hygiene status of seafarers which in 

Table 1: Details regarding number of ships contacted, took part 

in the survey and total number of sailors surveyed

Ships

contacted

Took part

in survey

No. of

seafarers

Rate of

return 

1198 65 2060 5.4% 
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Table 2: The complete questionnaire given to each crew member is reported below

1. Your age is between 20­30 30­40 40­50 50­60

2. Are you satisfied with your smile? Yes No

3. Do you have a complete set of natural teeth? Yes No

4. If you answered ‘No’, could 
you specify how many teeth 

you have lost?

Specify the number of missing teeth Total loss 

upper teeth

Total loss 

lower teeth

all teeth missing

5. Of teeth that were lost, were they extracted for trauma? Yes No

6. Of teeth that were lost, were they extracted because they were mobile? Yes No

7. If you answered ‘Yes’, do you know that you suffer from periodontal 
disease?

Yes No

8. Do you often suffer from abscesses? Yes No

9. If ‘Yes’, in which side of your 
mouth?

Upper right Upper left Lower right Lower left

10. Are you a smoker? Yes No

11. If “Yes”, how many cigarettes 

a day?
Less than 10 10­20 20­30 More than 30

12. Do you drink hard liquor? Yes No

13. Do you often eat pastries or candy? Yes No

14. Do you brush your teeth regularly? Yes No

15. If you answered ‘No’, the reason is because you have pain if you try to 
brush them?

Yes No

16. If you answered ‘Yes’, how 
many time a day?

1 2 3

17. When you brush your teeth, do you notice bleeding from the gums? Yes No

18. Do you know if you suffer from halitosis (bad breath)? Yes No

19. Do you have the sensation of 

dry mouth?
Yes No Sometimes

20. If ‘Yes’, could you specify whether you seem to have little salivation? Yes No

21. Do you have the sensation of having a burning mouth? Yes No

22. If you look at your tongue in 

the mirror, could you specify 

how it seems?

Pink White Dark Speckled pink and white

23. When you chew, do you have the perception that the tongue is being 

scratched with some sharp tooth root or fractured tooth?
Yes No

24. If you look at your lips in the 

mirror, could you specify how 

they seem?

Pinky Dry Dry and 

chapped

They have darker 

patches

25. If there are some darker 

patches, can you specify 

when they  appeared?

1 month 2 months 6 months 1 year

26. Do you happen to bite your cheeks while you chew? Yes No
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turn will help us in understanding their dental condition. 

The results will be used to design a project to promote 

dental health among seafarers. An advantage of a simple 

questionnaire like the one proposed is that it can be 

filled-in on board and, therefore, reflects awareness of 
dental health problems perceived by seafarers when 

they are at sea. 

COnCluSIOn

We are proposing this questionnaire as an instrument 

to understand the layman perception of seafarers about 

their oral health condition and problems associated with 

maintaining proper oral hygiene during long sea voyages. 

The results of the survey can be used in the bigger context 

of providing quality dental care to seafarers and improve 

their awareness on this important topic.
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The form provided to ship captains participating to the survey for summarizing the results of the questionnaire is reported below:

Question no. Interviewed no. 1 Interviewed no. 2 Interviewed no. 3 Interviewed no. 4 Etc.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Etc.

Provision of this summary involving the collaboration of the captain allowed to get results of the survey easily, without the need of 

mailing to the center proposing the questionnaire a lot of papers shipped from the first port of call


