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Managing stress in the
dental environment
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Stress is defined as “an imbalance between a perceived
demand (stressor) and a person’s perceived ability to cope
with, or to meet, that demand”.! It is well known that den-
tists are subject to a variety of stress-related physical and
emotional problems. In dental practice it may include the
difficulties in managing anxious children, or dealing with
“neurotic”, difficult or uncompliant adults. Stress may also
take the form of personal insult if dentists are regarded
as incompetent when compared with their peers, or are
seen as insensitive, inconsiderate and inferior to doctors.
Attempting to stay on schedule in a busy dental practice
is a chronic source of stress. Not receiving commensurate
payment for their services, anxiety about the future and
long working hours may also act as stressors.? Stress is
not good for health! It is well known that stress and poor
stress management increase susceptibility and vulnera-
bility to ill health including cardiovascular disease, ulcers,
colitis, hypertension, lower back pain, eye strain, marital
disharmony, alcoholism, drug addiction, mental depres-
sion and even suicide.® How does stress manifest in the
practice? It may result in absenteeism, increased incident
rate, inter-personal aggression, poor quality control, low
productivity, high aggression, low productivity, high turno-
ver, reduced morale, complaints and litigation.

The key stressors in dentistry are
(i) running behind schedule;

(i) causing pain;

(iii) heavy workloads;

(iv) late patients and

(v) anxious patients.*

So what can dentists do to deal with stress, to find ways
to deal with it and leave them more in control, less anxious
and ultimately, less stressed? Can you avoid the stres-
sor? Can you minimise the stressor? Can you handle the
stressor differently? A professional person needs to act in
a way which is seen as being appropriate and proper by
both their patients and professional colleagues. By adopt-
ing a positive attitude to both work and life, the treatment
and management of patients can be seen to be caring and
non-judgemental. Often inappropriate comments by pro-
fessional colleagues that may suggest a lack of integrity,
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inferior abilities or stature are unethical and best avoided
as they can quickly cause an emotional fall out and an-
ger that may become destructive.® The triggers for such
disputes are often professional rivalry, jealousy, wounded
pride, a financial/business dispute and resentment which
can sometimes result in inappropriate comments being
made about a professional colleague. When dealing with
stress, strategies that help to express feelings, particu-
larly negative ones such as anger and sadness, are help-
ful. Professional disputes can be acrimonious, and they
demand a high level of ethical awareness and restraint.
With regard to anger particularly, it is more effective to
talk one’s anger than to act it out. There is less chance of
losing control, hurting others and possibly endangering
friendships, or more importantly perhaps, losing patients.?
Other outlets might also include relaxation exercises, par-
ticipation in sport, or listening to music.®

Having good social support networks is important to ac-
quire opinions or assistance in times of need. This support
could be from family members or friends, or others who
may have specialised knowledge or training in the service
professions, such as doctors, or psychologists and fellow
dentists and colleagues. They will offer an ear and use-
ful feedback that is appropriate to the problem at hand.”
When one uses past experience to deal with a current
problem it can make it easier to predict an expected out-
come. As one gains life experience, one becomes more
adept at using this knowledge in a variety of different ways
and in different situations. To the experienced dentist, the
notion of “I've seen cases like this before and have dealt
with them successfully” offers the confidence to predict
that a current problem case will be also be successfully
dealt with. However, when there is a loss of predictability,
for example in unfamiliar situations, or a situation one is
not equipped to manage, there is an increase in anxiety
and stress levels. Unpredictable situations make stressors
more stressful, and often one cannot predict nor influence
subsequent events that will allow one to assume control.
The only possible area for the exercise of control is the
belief that one is in control and this is the key to self-man-
agement and effective problem-solving behaviour.”

While it is useful to be optimistic when facing difficult is-
sues, it is also important to acknowledge the possibility
that things may not improve and that one needs to be
imaginative, creative and courageous in finding new and
innovative ways of dealing with difficult situations. Some
authors have been more philosophical in their approach to
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stress management.® The notion of a life purpose can be
as original, individualised and as innovative as we choose
to make it. It may include finding ways to stimulate and
develop personal growth, committing ourselves to a sin-
cerely spiritual and religious life, aligning ourselves with a
deeply-felt political cause, or making a lifetime commit-
ment to the arts such as literature, music or painting. How-
ever, when it comes to issues of flexibility and adaptability,
throughout a lifespan there are numerous milestones to
be negotiated as each age demands new learning, new
behaviour, and new roles that carry with them the obliga-
tion and readiness to meet the expectations society has
of us as health professionals.

One learns to assume appropriate work and professional
roles, so that we can become independent and reliable
members of society, while simultaneously offering a
service to the community. The pressure to keep up with
the unrelenting stream of new information and the daily
demands of modern dental practice is a constant challenge
to the intellectual flexibility and adaptability of health
professionals. These attributes may well be expressed
through continued professional education and the
acquisition of new knowledge. Dentists are encouraged to
take communication skills training (including interviewing
and listening skills) as well as financial and business
management courses. In addition, the acquisition of skills
that would assist in the management of fearful patients,
as well as specific stress-relieving procedures such as
relaxation, hypnosis, and desensitisation cognitive coping
skills will be useful to alleviate potential stress.®

Being ‘sad, mad, glad and bad’ are some basic emotions,
and in essence refers to sorrow, anger, joy and fear/anxiety.
They can readily command our attention, undermine our
sense of control and subvert our rationality.”® However, if
oneis sensitive or attuned to one’s feelings and what causes
them to be triggered, then one can deal with such reactions
more effectively. In this regard, self-awareness is the key
and by recognising emotions as they happen and adjusting
them accordingly, insight and understanding can be
achieved. This is more so when handling negative feelings,
where it may be possible to convert aggressiveness into
assertiveness, thus making it easier to regain and maintain
self-control. Handling feelings so that they are appropriate
is an ability that relies on self-awareness.” One of the ways
to manage the negative feelings that cause stress is to
express them, but such expression needs to be verbal,
not acted out. Mastering the skill of self-control allows a
bounce back from setbacks, and shows social adeptness
and personal effectiveness.

Managing and building good professional and patient
relationships are important to avoid stressful conditions
and environments. There are many strategies to achieve
this including improving skills at conflict resolution,
negotiating disagreements, greater assertion and skills in
the art of communicating.’® Empathy, an understanding
of how others feel, or having the ability to see the world
through their eyes, is a fundamental people-skill. It is
perhaps, the most important quality by which the dentist’s
personal appeal and professional expertise are measured.
In addition, good networking and relationship-building
rests on an empathetic approach to dental care and, in the
eyes of an anxious patient, you, the dentist, are actually
responding to their unspoken need for nurturing and

CLINICAL REVIEW

emotional support. Itis probably the single most important
“practice-builder” apart from clinical expertise and good
diagnostic ability. It is a quality worth cultivating, not only
to allay patient anxiety, but to boost self-confidence.”

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Dentists are prone to professional burnout, anxiety

disorders and clinical depression. While the root causes,

stress and stressful situations, can never be totally

eliminated from clinical practice, they must be reduced

to avoid the many stress-related physical and emotional

problems. The key to managing stress successfully is to

first recognize and understand its causes. Once those

have been identified and understood, preventive steps

can be taken. People perceive and react differently to

stress and a stressor for one person may not be a stressor

for another. Choosing and implementing an approach or

combination of approaches is crucial for effective stress

management. Some of the preventive measures that

could minimise the stress of dental practice are as follows

(adapted from Lang, 2007):"

* Improve the working environment in the surgery;

* Avoid isolation and share problems with fellow
practitioners;

* Work sensible hours and make time each day for a
leisurely break;

* Take time off whenever the pressures of practice
start to build;

® Learn how to better handle patient anxiety and hostility;

* Attend courses on stress management, and
improving communication skills;

* Adopt a programme of regular physical exercise;

* Be kind to yourself and less critical and demanding of
your efforts.
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