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The British Dental Association recently held a survey regarding stress among British den-
tists. I’d say it’s not all that different than what we’d find in the United States.

“55% of dentists surveyed indicated they were experiencing very high job stress, with general 
dentists reporting the highest levels.” 

The greatest sources of stress were listed as:
• Threat of complaint/litigation.
• Dissatisfied patients.
• Fear of making a mistake.
• Red tape/bureaucracy.
• A general sense of a feeling of persecution.

Previous surveys listed “running behind schedule” as a primary source of stress, but that one 
dropped out on this survey. n

“A general sense of a feeling of persecution.”
This is why I don’t like telling people I am a dentist out in public or in social situations if 

they don’t know me. n

Holy crap! I couldn’t agree with that list more than if I had written it. Just received a 
complaint today. Very young husband of a patient I performed surgery on felt disrespected 
I asked him to sit down and stop walking around my small operatory during surgery. I find 
myself walking on pins and needles around patients lately, never knowing who I’m going 
to offend. n

Whenever I’m in a group setting and tell people I’m a dentist, all the people come to me and 
tell me how horrible of an experience they had with their dentist. Also, if I’m around MDs or 
health care professionals, seems like I get a lot of passive-aggressive remarks about how fat our 
wallets are. My stress for me is I feel like people disrespect me for being a dentist. Seems like 
public hates dentists until they have a toothache and you get them out of pain, and then the 
cycle goes around again. n

I don’t think their intention is to criticize you when they complain about their own 
dentist. At least when you tell people what you do, it is a topic that can easily start a conver-
sation. Whenever anyone tells me they have an office job such as a network administrator or 
accountant, etc., it can be a bit awkward, because I might have little experience with their 
field. n

Recent Survey of Dentists  
on Sources of Stress
A survey from the U.K. finds a lot of commonality; Townies weigh in with their causes
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I think a major one was missed: stress related to managing staff. I find this much more 
stressful than managing patients. n

I don’t tell people I am a dentist; I tell them I am in city maintenance or a janitor. Neither is 
a lie! Otherwise, if I’m feeling really saucy, I tell people I am an actuary. n

I find myself on pins and needles walking around in general, wondering whom I’m going to 
offend! Actually, I and my “no-filter attitude” really don’t care, but it seems everything offends 
somebody these days. Be yourself. You can’t please everyone. I’ve learned life is too short to 
worry about what everyone else thinks! As long as I can lay my head on my pillow at night 
without any regret, I’m good to go. n

I did not know most dentists feel the same way I do about “not revealing” your profession. I 
usually encounter stay-at-home moms. If they don’t know me, I don’t tell them anything I do. If 
they know me well, they know I work my A off. But every time I tell the group of moms when 
asked, there would be a momentary silence … like thoughts of me making a lot of money and 
how lucky I am. Only moms who are married to a dentist or worked in a dental office would 
understand the high stress involved. When I travel, I tell them I am a teacher, and for some 
reasons I don’t get those wondering eyes. Maybe they might think I am lucky to marry a rich 
husband. 

Some professions can relate to the high stress level. Two weeks ago at Boy Scouts, a mom 
who is a physicians assistant asked me and I told her I have my own dental business. She imme-
diately said, “That’s hard work.” Last week, a financial advisor asked why dentists have had the 
top suicidal rates for the past 30 years? I responded, “Maybe we have to wear so many hats, 
dealing with different personalities of patients plus their 32 teeth, staff, the business side, the 
insurance companies. Ultimately we are responsible for so many people. Then we go home 
and have to work some more (maybe more for the working mom dentists).” For me, dealing 
with patients’ expectations regarding finance and results is the hardest; next is the insurance 
companies. My old loyal patients who appreciate and understand the nature of their dentition 
are forever grateful! 

So now I try to refer out the PITAS (usually bad new patients). I work like I don’t need their 
money. The environment in dentistry is tough for the past several years. I expect to work more 
(physically and mentally) for less.

I guess we all have to lower our expectations as well and accept the changing dental pace/
environment. Then we should feel more able to cope with the changes in today’s environment, 
or make a change. But for sure it won’t be like years ago. I tried to force myself to think positive 
thoughts when I have a bad day. Gratitude overcomes attitude. Eventually, we will know when 
it is the right time to make a move—or not at all, for those who are content. Every situation is 
different, and no one can judge or decide for one’s life! Goal is to stay healthy, not wealthy, and 
everything else should fall into place. n

Whenever I meet people, I tell them I’m selling insurance and ask if they have enough life 
insurance. If not, I can set them up with a great whole life policy. It works like a charm to get 
rid of people really quick. n
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I say, “I’m in medical sales. It’s pretty boring.” Then ask if they’re fans of whatever local 
sports team is in season. n

It’s Not Burnout, It’s Moral Injury 
[Editor’s note: To watch this video, view 
this message board online] n

Thanks for this informative video, Howard. Sharing it with quite a few friends I know need 
to see it. n

Best video ever! So true! Who is that guy? Need to follow him more! n
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When I first graduated, my biggest source of stress was money. That lasted for at least 
10–15 years (had to relocate at 12 years at great expense). After that, it was practice/staff man-
agement. Solved that by hiring a good office manager who took all that responsibility off my 
shoulders. Sure, she cost a lot, but having that monkey off my back was so worth it.

Now I actually have very little stress, other than the usual “do my best” and the odd difficult 
patient. Doing my best is actually more of a challenge, when I think about it. The occasional 
bad patient ... well, I’ve learned over the years that you can’t go through a career like this and not 
get those people. If I’m trying my best and it’s not working, it’s their problem or responsibility. 
I’m not taking on their issues. Refer them, fire them, get them out of your practice—they aren’t 
worth the stress they bring to you. I honestly believe that any practice could lose 10–20% of 
their patients and still succeed. 

Ever since I heard the phrase “20% of your patients cause 80% of your problems,” I’ve lived by 
it. Don’t cater to the ones who demand all your time with no reward. Cater to the 80% who are a 
delight to work on, who refer to your practice and are good people. Don’t ignore them because you 
are trying to please the others who demand everything but give you nothing in return. n

There’s something to be said as to why people, with all the choices available, choose to be a 
dentist. People fearing dentists, hating going to the dentist—this is known and not new. Dentists 
making more money than most people and having more status than most is not new, either. When 
I started, people would ask me why I became a dentist, like, who the heck would want to do that? 
I would tell them it because I wanted to help people, I’m good with my hands, autonomy and all 
that. Toward the end of practicing I’d simply say, “You know, that’s a really good question.”

We all tell ourselves stories—like Marvel origin stories, if you will—but they are stories. 
Some reality, lots of spin. How we view ourselves in the world is based on those stories. None 
of us wants our story challenged. The video is also good. Systemic moral hazard is a real 
thing. Creating a system where it’s impossible for real relationships to occur is soul-deadening 
for the people on the front lines. Human beings aren’t utility-only. We crave meaning and 
interconnectedness.

The best part of dentistry is the interconnected relationships. But it seems in my career 
this has been minimized in favor of other markers of success. “Dentrepreneurial” focus versus 
healing focus. Spreadsheets and EBITDA versus learning to connect. How do you view your 
patients? As helpful people or a threat? How do you view yourself? n

The video posted previously, he’s spot-on in saying things change and we adapt. And they 
change and we adapt. And adapt and adapt and adapt—pretty damn well actually, I think. But 
the rubber band only stretches so far. So it’s not that the person is somehow “broken” or defective 
from childhood. It’s that adaptability gets used up. The tank is empty. I absolutely believe that. n

True. There are people on here who seem to not have this issue; they are chameleons. 
Perhaps there is no moral hazard if you are relatively amoral. Could be a huge advantage from 
a utility-only standpoint. n

Just gave patient a palatal injection. Told her, “You did a great job—those are tough!” She 
said, “Yeah, at least I didn’t kick you in the face!” n
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Don’t let stress get the best of you!
While you might not be able to avoid stress on the job, the mes-
sage boards are great place to unwind, vent and get advice (or 
accolades!) on some of your most difficult cases. To get started, 
add your post in the forums (or see what others are saying) at 
dentaltown.com/messageboard.

That’s the kind of stuff that just deflates. What other place could you be and comment about 
kicking, punching the person trying to help you. Say that to your plumber or mechanic and 
he’d probably throw you across the room. We’re supposed to laugh ’cause it’s so damn funny. n

I’m not patient with those types of patients anymore. Tim is right. It’s an incredibly terrible 
thing to say to someone trying to help you. If my patient said that to me, we would have a 
come-to-Jesus moment where an apology is in order or the patient would leave. I hate that kind 
of crap. n

Glad to see someone else feels this way. Every time I get offended in the operatory, I always 
have that question: Am I being touchy, or are they really being an a**hat? n
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