
NEWS INVESTIGATION

Dental device market prepared 
for Amazon growth amid 
safety fears

At a time when retail giant Amazon 
seems to be on an unstoppable 
expansion into many markets, it could 

also be about to enter the world of dental and 
medical products/devices in the UK.

Any such development has been met with 
a stoic response from the companies who 
currently supply devices to the UK's dental 
market and some are worried it will not be too 
long before unsafe and unregulated devices 
make their way into dental practices poten-
tially leading to unintended patient harm.

The development of Amazon moving into 
this market has already attracted controversy 
in the USA.

Amazon Business was launched in 2015 
in the US and in April 2017 in the UK as a 
marketplace for business customers offering 
business-only pricing and selection, analytics 
tools and free, rapid shipping on qualifying 
orders. People working in various industries 
including healthcare, such as dentists, can 
sign up for a free account to access products.

It is estimated that Amazon Business 
is now catering to more than one million 
customers in the US and has more than 
85,000 business sellers.

Impact on the US market
In late 2017, shares in dental supply distrib-
utors fell after an analyst at US investment 
banking company Morgan Stanley said that 
Amazon was buying supplies directly from 
oral goods manufacturer Dentsply Sirona.

Both distributors Henry Schein and 
Patterson Cos saw their shares value fall as 
a result of the comments but a story1 from 
CNBC quoted a Henry Schein spokesperson 

at the time saying: ‘We are unaware of any 
market-leading dental manufacturer that has 
a direct relationship with Amazon.

‘We believe that at this time Amazon is 
a minor player in the dental consumables 
markets, with an insignificant market 
penetration.’

Amazon was also quoted at the time, saying: 
‘We don’t comment on individual relation-
ships, but Amazon Business customers have 

a choice of products from numerous dental 
suppliers and manufacturers.’

Nevertheless, the comments made at the 
time by Morgan Stanley were closely followed 
by a more than 4% drop in the value of shares 
on the stock market for both distributor 
companies.

A news report2 published last year by 
Dental Products Report (produced by Modern 
Dental Network), said that at that point, 
more than 40,000 results were currently 
listed for professional dental supplies on 
Amazon Business from companies like 
3M, Hu-Friedy, Premier Dental, Dentsply, 
DenMat and Sunstar GUM. These covered a 

wide range of products including fluoride gel, 
xylitol mints, scalers and curettes.

The Dental Products Report article quoted 
Chris Holt, global healthcare leader at Amazon, 
as saying: ‘Amazon Business was started 
because we heard from business customers that 
they love the convenience of shopping online 
and want an experience at work that is similar 
to how they shop at home.

‘With the launch of Amazon Business back 
in 2015, we delivered an expanded marketplace 
that brings the selection, convenience and value 
of Amazon to business customers, manufac-
turers and sellers with new features and unique 
benefits tailored to the needs of businesses.

‘Dental practices have access to a mul-
ti-seller marketplace where products from 
professional dental products to supplies 
needed for the office, breakroom or patient 
waiting area are available.’

The retail giant has made assurances that 
it values the importance of safety when 
medical supplies including dental products 
are sold, so dental professionals keen on 
buying supplies from Amazon Business have 
to add their license to their Amazon Business 

account and be verified in order to be eligible 
to purchase items.

Dentists overseas appear to be taking 
to this new way of buying their dental 
supplies as a survey carried out by CNBC in 
December 2017 found that 34% of physicians 
said they were using Amazon to purchase 
medical and dental supplies even though not 
all device manufacturers were authorising 
Amazon to distribute products.

UK market now on the cards?
Whether a similar pattern is likely to follow 
in the UK is uncertain, but there is a profita-
ble market here.

Retail colossus Amazon is expanding into the market for selling dental and 
medical devices but some existing dealers in the UK have patient safety 
concerns, reports Adrian O’Dowd.



‘ It could mean that unsafe and unregulated medical 
devices are making their way into dental practices 
in the UK. It wouldn’t surprise us to see a case of 
patient harm as a result of the use of an unregulated 
device bought online in the next 12 months.’ 
Paul Adams, Managing Director of Dental Directory
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Dental Directory, one of the largest 
full service dental dealers in the UK, 

supplying around 12,000 dental practices with 
everything from toothbrushes to specialist 
medical equipment, is watching the situation 
closely and has concerns.

Asked about Amazon’s enthusiasm to grow 
its sales of dental and medical supplies in the 
UK through Amazon Business, Paul Adams, 
Managing Director of Dental Directory says: 
‘Yes, they’ve made no secret of their ambition to 
diversify into different categories and dentistry 
is one of those, but by no means the only one.’

So far, he has not seen any direct impact 
in the UK, and adds: ‘We only operate in the 
UK and it’s a different market with a different 
regulatory regime to the US.

‘We’re focused on fulfilling our customer 
requirements in the UK and offer a level of 
service, before someone buys a product and 
after, that can’t be replicated by any online 
only market place. That gives us an oppor-
tunity to demonstrate the value a dental 
wholesaler adds to the buying journey for 
our customers, if anything.

‘When you buy online from a supplier 
whose business model is focused only on 
the transaction, there’s no opportunity for 
people to be involved who have knowledge of 
the product and can reassure buyers or help 
them understand how a device is going to 
benefit their business. There’s no relationship 
and that’s what our customers value and what 
makes us different.’

Patrick Allen, Managing Director of Henry 
Schein Dental UK – large dental specialist 
laboratory supplier that has been in the 
business for 86 years – agrees and told the 
BDJ that he was confident that the company’s 
customers valued the expertise of a company 
such as itself over online-only sellers.

Allen says: ‘The UK has always been a 
competitive market, and we continue to believe 
that our high-touch, full-service value proposi-
tion – which provides world-class supply chain 

systems, e-commerce ordering capabilities, 
practice management software, digital technol-
ogy and equipment, and an extensive array of 
services – will stand the test of time because it 
serves the unique needs of our customers.

‘Our customers are not the average 
consumer. They are healthcare professionals 
who are often operating small businesses. 
These professionals rely on Henry Schein’s 
knowledgeable network of field sales 
consultants for solutions to improve clinical 
outcomes for patients and operational 
success for their practice.

‘Our knowledge, expertise, and personal 
relationships provide the specialised 
information, education, and consultation 
they need to operate a successful practice and 

provide quality care, for practices of all sizes.
‘We deliver high-quality products, 

solutions, and support at price levels that we 
believe fairly reflect the value we provide. 
We do not believe online-only distributors 
can provide the value-added services and 
solutions that we offer and which healthcare 
professionals need.’

When asked if the company had noticed a 
growth in Amazon selling dental and medical 
supplies in the UK, Allen says: ‘We’ve seen no 
impact thus far in the UK.’

Eye of the regulators
There is a regulatory and safety dimension to 
sales of devices involved in the potential of 
Amazon expanding into this market.



Box: How dental/medical devices are regulated

All device suppliers have to meet various regulatory requirements, such as those set out by the EU Medical 
Device Directive (93/42/EEc)4 although this is being replaced by the Medical Devices regulation (EU 
2017/745).5

All medical devices placed on the UK market must meet the performance and safety requirements set 
out in EU legislation.

Devices that have demonstrated conformity and have been legitimately cE marked (symbol of European 
conformity) can be marketed freely across the EU.

There are no ‘point of sale’ restrictions specifically controlling the sale of devices online; devices sold via 
the internet must be compliant in the same way as those sold via other means.

The Medicines and healthcare products regulatory Agency (MhrA) is the designated competent author-
ity that administers and enforces the law on medical devices in the UK. It has a range of investigatory and 
enforcement powers to ensure their safety and quality.

The BDIA works with the MhrA as part of the cSIDI (counterfeit and Substandard Instruments and 
Devices Initiative) campaign to ensure that all dental devices, regardless of origin, meet these requirements 
and to promote purchasing from compliant sources.

In addition, all BDIA member companies agree to adhere to its comprehensive industry code of Practice, 
which has been developed to ensure that the highest standards of self-discipline are enshrined in the con-
duct of Members of the Association.

The MhrA also runs the Yellow card Scheme6 which is the system for recording adverse incidents with medi-
cines and medical devices in the UK that can be used by healthcare professionals, patients and the public.

Paul Adams, Managing Director of Dental Directory

Patrick Allen, Managing Director of Henry Schein 
Dental UK
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A spokesperson for The British Dental 
Industry Association (BDIA) – the UK’s 
national trade association that represents and 
supports the collective interests of manu-
facturers and suppliers of dental products, 
services and technologies – says it is unable 
to say much specifically regarding Amazon.

‘Whilst we are aware of Amazon’s 
involvement in the dental industry in the 
United States it is not the Association’s role 
to comment on specific commercial matters,’ 
says the spokesperson.

‘Our approach to the supply of dental 
products by Amazon would be the same as 
to the supply of such products by any other 
company. That is to say that such suppliers 
need to ensure that they meet all of the 
relevant regulatory requirements, such as 
those set out by the EU Medical Device 
Directive and the more recently introduced 
EU Medical Device Regulation.

‘We work closely with MHRA [Medicines 
and Healthcare products Regulatory 
Agency] as part of our CSIDI [Counterfeit 
and Substandard Instruments and Devices 
Initiative] campaign3 to ensure that all dental 
devices, regardless of origin, meet these 
requirements and to promote purchasing 
from compliant sources.

‘In addition, all BDIA member companies 
agree to adhere to our comprehensive 
industry Code of Practice, which has 
been developed to ensure that the highest 

standards of self-discipline are enshrined in 
the conduct of Members of the Association.’

Dental Directory’s Paul Adams says he is 
confident that the current dental product 
and device suppliers are a trusted resource, 
arguing: ‘The dental wholesaler proposition 
is superior to an online transaction in every 
way. We work closely with manufacturers 
to ensure the products we supply meet 
regulatory requirements and we’re regulated 
and responsible for what we supply.

‘Online only sites provide a route to market 
for sellers and manufacturers without any of 
the responsibility for the safety or adherence 
to regulations that dental wholesalers 

provide. We’re also able to supply an order 
in one delivery by packaging up a number of 
products so avoid the multiple deliveries and 
lead times associated with buying through a 
market place with different sellers fulfilling 
different elements of an order.’

Nevertheless, he is concerned about what 
could happen if the likes of Amazon were to 
become dominant in this market.

‘What impact could it have on the current 
supply situation of dental equipment and 
supplies? It could mean that unsafe and 
unregulated medical devices are making their 
way into dental practices in the UK.

‘There is a reason medical wholesalers 
are regulated by the MHRA, it’s to provide 
reassurance for customers that what they are 
buying is safe, reassurance for patients that 
medical devices used in their mouths are safe 
and reassurance for the insurers that patients 
won’t come to harm in the dental chair. It 
wouldn’t surprise us to see a case of patient 
harm as a result of the use of an unregulated 
device bought online in the next 12 months.’

Dangerous products/devices
Regulator the MHRA says it is aware of the 
potential problems but is confident that mon-
itoring systems should protect patients.

A MHRA spokesperson told the BDJ: ‘The 
MHRA is aware medical devices are sold 
via Amazon, and other online marketplaces, 
to a variety of customers, dental practices 
included.

‘All medical devices placed on the UK 
market must meet the performance and 
safety requirements set out in EU legislation. 
Devices that have demonstrated conformity 
and have been legitimately CE marked can be 
marketed freely across the EU.

‘There are no ‘point of sale’ restrictions spe-
cifically controlling the sale of devices online; 
devices sold via the internet must be compliant 
in the same way as those sold via other means.’

However, the spokesperson said the MHRA 
was aware that the quality, safety and per-
formance of medical devices sold via online 
marketplaces could vary, adding: ‘Some are 
perfectly legitimate, others can be non-com-
pliant and or counterfeit. The internet 
generally is an easy platform for manufactures 
to sell directly to the consumer.

‘Where the MHRA becomes aware of a 
non-complaint/counterfeit medical device 
for sale via a UK online marketplace, we 
will liaise with the company concerned in 
a bid to bring them into compliance with 
the legislation. When cooperation is not 
forthcoming, we will remove device listings. 
Outside of Europe, we endeavour to have 
product listings taken down where possible.’

The MHRA said it had a long-standing 
relationship with the BDIA and both 
organisations had worked together over the 
years to raise awareness of the risks posed by 
purchasing non-complaint/counterfeit dental 
devices available over the internet.

Box: What is Amazon Business?

Amazon Business is a competitive marketplace for business to business products on Amazon.co.uk that 
serves the procurement needs of businesses of any size.

It serves sole traders, buyers in a mid-size company, or procurement executives in a large multinational firm.

Amazon says registering for a free account saves time and money while buying from a choice of more than 
a hundred million products in product categories including laptops, computers, printers, office supplies, office 
furniture, hand tools, power tools, safety equipment, office kitchen essentials and cleaning supplies.

The company claims it can:

• reduce business costs thanks to offering access to competitive prices for specific products

• Improve cash flow by buying items instantly and paying in net 30 days after shipping with Pay By Invoice

• reduce delivery costs with free one-day delivery on qualifying orders over £30, or for all qualifying 
orders for customers using Amazon Prime

• Offer easy returns

• Provide simple supplier management with all suppliers in one competitive marketplace

• Offer easier VAT invoice management

• Provide quicker replenishment with ability to add frequently purchased products to purchasing lists and 
re-order items

• create purchasing lists.

‘ We do not believe online-only distributors can 
provide the value-added services and solutions that 
we offer and which healthcare professionals need.’ 
Patrick Allen, Managing Director of Henry Schein Dental UK
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There was even a page on the 
MHRA’s website with top tips 

for buying medicines and medical 
devices online safely (https://
www.gov.uk/government/news/
know-what-youre-buying).

Steps to boost safety further are also 
in the pipeline as the MHRA said that 
from May 2020, the new Medical Device 
Regulation 2017.745 would be implemented, 
placing an increased expectation on market 
surveillance authorities (such as MHRA 
in the UK) to scrutinise the activities of 
fulfilment houses, meaning businesses that 
stored, packed and delivered products sold 
by overseas traders like Amazon.

‘New powers will be introduced enabling 
market surveillance authorities to investi-
gate all manner of businesses active within 
the medical device supply chain,’ he said.

Dental Directory’s Paul Adams is still 
sceptical, saying: ‘If you buy online from an 
unregulated supplier or middle man that has 
no responsibility for the quality of the device 
being sold, we’re creating an opportunity for 
unscrupulous manufacturers to make money 
by supplying fake branded devices.

‘It’s already happened with clothing and 
handbags, it’s naïve to think it won’t happen 
with dental devices and the consequences 
could be devastating for patient and dentist.’

However, he adds: ‘We’ve seen evidence 
that the MHRA is aware of the issue and is 
taking decisive action where there is evidence 
of substandard devices that could have an 
impact on patient safety.’

Amazon was asked to comment on the 
various issues raised and a spokesperson told 
the BDJ: ‘Unfortunately we don’t comment 
on our future plans and I am unable to 

provide any comment in response to your 
other questions.’ 
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Dental practitioners are treating com-
promised first permanent molars (cFPM) 
in young people in greatly different ways 
across the UK, according to a new study.

Child oral health experts are now 
calling for clear guidance for the best 
management of cFPM.

Currently, most children with cFPM 
will initially present to their general dental 
practitioner (GDP) but the decision on 
whether to treat or to refer is challenging 
and there are no guidelines as to whether a 
specialist in paediatric dentistry (SPD) or a 
GDP should manage these teeth.

Therefore a team of researchers led by 
Greig Taylor of Newcastle University’s 
Centre for Oral Health Research, set out to 
explore current attitudes to the management 
of cFPMs amongst GDPs and SPDs.

For the study1 published on 18 January 
2019 in the International Journal of 
Paediatric Dentistry, they gathered 
responses from an online questionnaire of a 
random sample of 552 GDPs from England 
and Scotland and 236 UK GDC-registered 
specialists in paediatric dentistry.

Analysis of the results showed there was a 
considerable amount of overlap of opinion 
between the groups.

GDPs and specialists both agreed strongly 
that cFPM affect children’s quality of life 
and general health, which is consistent with 
existing literature that highlights the impact 
that compromised teeth have on children.

However, the responses also revealed that 
cFPM are not managed consistently. There 
were preferences by GDPs to restore and SPDs 
to extract cFPM in nine and 15-year-olds.

About 71.6% of SPDs agreed that children 
with cFPM should be referred to a paediatric 
specialist for treatment planning, whereas the 
reverse for GDPs was true, as 86.8% believed 
they had a responsibility to treat these teeth.

Taylor, a member of the British Society of 
Paediatric Dentistry (BSPD) and an NIHR 
academic clinical fellow, said: ‘This study 

has highlighted that children with cFPM 
are being managed, but which approach 
is the most effective, in terms of patient 
benefit and costs to the NHS, is still 
unknown.’

Claire Stevens, spokesperson for the 
BSPD, said: ‘What we are seeing is that 
by and large, dentists in primary care are 
undertaking complex treatments to save 
compromised teeth.

‘However, there are times when a 
decision needs to be taken as to whether 
a referral to a specialist or an extraction 
may be more appropriate.

‘I am optimistic that Managed Clinical 
Networks [MCNs] for paediatric dentistry 
will help to bring clarification on this 
important clinical issue. MCNs are all 
about different professional groups 
working together and cFPMs are a perfect 
example of a topic which needs clear 
referral protocols.

‘BSPD is very grateful to Greig and his 
team for carrying out this research and 
we were delighted to help facilitate it by 
sending out questionnaires.’

References

1. Taylor G D, Pearce K F and Vernazza C R. Manage-
ment of compromised first permanent molars in 
children: Cross-Sectional analysis of attitudes of 
UK general dental practitioners and specialists in 
paediatric dentistry. Int J Paediatr Dent 2019; DOI: 
10.1111/ipd.12469.

Clarity needed on how to treat compromised first permanent molars
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