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specialise in dealing with patients who find the experience 
difficult, so these should be your first port of call. For example, 
Dr Al-Naher offers the Enjoyable Dentistry Technique – designed 
for nervous patients, it uses nitrous oxide and a guided 
meditation to help patients enter a deeply relaxed state before 
their consultation or treatment. Thanks to advancement in 
technology, some fears can be minimised. ‘New innovation, such 
as digital scanners, means that detection and diagnosis can be 
carried out without invasive treatment,’ says Dr Eskander. 
‘Similarly, topical creams can ease the pain of local anaesthetic.’ 

Choose somewhere that invests in this type of technology 
and goes the extra mile to make nervous patients feel 
comfortable. ‘The practice should offer an opportunity to  
speak to the dentist for reassurance if you are too nervous  
to initially come in – some even offer a Skype session in 
advance. On the day, the waiting area should be calming  
and a member of staff should offer a tour,’ says Dr Al-Naher.  

If you do suffer with fear, anxiety or a phobia, it doesn’t 
have to be a life sentence. When I speak to Dr Guy Barwell, 
a Brighton-based dental surgeon with 23 years’ experience 
and speciality in treating nervous patients, he tells me about 
Shelley*, a memorable patient who made huge progress under 
his care. When they first met, she was unable to undergo an 
examination. ‘Patients like this need time, compassion and to 
understand that examinations can take place over a number of 
appointments at their own pace. We slowly built up Shelley’s 
confidence until we were able to embark on the implant surgery 
that she needed,’ explains Dr Barwell. The stress of impressions 
was minimised, thanks to a digital scanner, and she was sedated 
for the surgery itself. ‘She now attends appointments with a 
skip in her step. She knows us well, that we will not cause any 
pain, and we always explain everything we do – she completely 
agrees that there’s nothing to fear.’ 

The dentist will never be an enjoyable experience for many 
people, but finding a way to make it easier on yourself is 
important – you don’t have to just grit your teeth and bear it.

Words: Elizabeth Bennett

‘Stop!’ I squawked, as I saw a giant needle coming at my mouth. 
I was sitting in the dentist’s chair, aged nine, and had made 
the mistake of opening my eyes. It was a routine procedure to 
remove some baby teeth and not the first of its kind. I’d had a 
similar treatment the year before, but the kind practitioner on 
that occasion had called the injection a little scratch. The same 
couldn’t be said this time around, and I went home crying with 
the teeth still in my mouth and a new fear of the dentist. With 
a crowded mouth and stubborn baby teeth, this appointment 
marked the start of a period of dental work which peaked with 
a hospital visit and a dose of general anaesthetic to remove nine 
teeth, as well as having a small chain attached to my big front 
tooth, to pull it out of the gum via a brace. It was a difficult look 
to carry off in my awkward teenage years. More importantly, 
however, as a natural worrier with a fear of hospitals, it left me 
with a dread of the dentist that survives to this day. 

I’m not the only one. According to mental health charity 
Anxiety UK, almost half of adults have the same fear, while  
12 per cent experience extreme anxiety or a phobia. At this 
point, it’s worth differentiating between the three levels. ‘Dental 
fear is when patients have a normal emotional reaction to one  
or more specific situations,’ explains west-London-based dentist 
and hypnosis expert Dr Bashar Al-Naher. (I fall into this 
category – I’m nervous before trips and fear treatment but  
not so much that I’m unable to make it into the chair.) ‘In the 
case of anxiety, patients experience a state of apprehension  
that something dreadful is going to happen in relation to 
treatment and it’s usually coupled with a sense of losing 
control,’ he adds, ‘while dental phobia is when patients 
experience a severe type of anxiety.’ 

Unlike those with a phobia, my approach to the dentist is at 
the other end of the spectrum and I’ve become slightly obsessive 

about booking appointments in an attempt to ward off any 
painful treatments. So I was distressed last year to learn that  
I needed two fillings. With the mention of local anaesthetic, 
my fear of the needle came flooding back. I decided to go 
ahead with the treatment without the anaesthetic and found 
myself darting out to the toilets, crying, as I heard the drill 
being started up. According to south-London cosmetic dentist 
Dr Rhona Eskander this is common among nervous patients. 
She notes: ‘The main phobias of patients are local anaesthetic, 
impression materials and the drill sound.’ 

The issue for patients who have this type of anxiety or phobia 
is that it can stop them from going to the dentist entirely. ‘And 
this neglect means they get even more scared that their mouths 
will be judged after years of not coming,’ Dr Eskander explains. 
Dr Al-Naher calls this the ‘cycle of dental fear’. Putting off 
appointments means problems can escalate, which results in 
treatments that then confirm the original fear. 

Choose what’s right for you
Much like me and my childhood experience of the needle,  
most people who fear the dentist often attribute their anxiety 
to their experience of a traumatic past event. ‘When the episode 
occurs in childhood, it has a lasting effect with regard to adult 
dental fear and anxiety,’ explains Dr Al-Naher. Interestingly,  
he highlights how an inherited element might also play a part. 
As a child, both my parents were dentist-shy and no doubt this 
has played into my fear, too. 

For those who have any level of fear, choosing the right 
practitioner is key to having a good experience. Of course, asking 
friends and family for recommendations is a good start, but also 
read reviews online and chat to the practice on the phone about 
your concerns before booking an appointment. Some dentists 

HOW TO EASE  
DENTAL ANXIETY

Dr Barwell shares his top tips:

•  Timing is everything. An appointment 
made months ahead can fill you with 
anxiety in the run-up, so don’t book too 
far in advance. Similarly, choose early 
morning, so you’re not waiting around  
all day with your nerves building up. 

•  Don’t listen to any horror stories from 
family and friends. Phobias often arise 
from listening to our parents’ tales of  
the dentist when we were little.

•  Find a practitioner who specialises 
in dealing with and treating nervous 
patients. Speak to family and friends 
about their own positive experiences and 
ask how sympathetic their dentists are.

•  Warn your dentist. Discuss with them 
what aspects of the treatment make you 
anxious, so that they can address your 
concerns prior to any sessions. 

•  Take your mind off the procedure. 
Listening to music or focusing on your 
breath can help to distract you from 
what’s going on. Over-the-counter 
calming remedies can also help. 

Pulling teeth
Why a dental examination doesn’t have to be an appointment with fear  


