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Abstract

Burnout in dentistry is a significant and growing concern, characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and a 
reduced sense of personal accomplishment. Dental professionals face unique stressors including high patient expectations, 
intense workloads, time pressures, and the meticulous nature of dental work. These factors contribute to mental and physical 
fatigue, decreased job satisfaction, and can ultimately impact the quality of patient care.

Burnout in dentistry is a multifaceted issue that manifests at various stages of a dental professional's career, starting from 
undergraduate education and continuing into mid-career and beyond. The sources of stress and burnout evolve over time, but 
the cumulative effect can result in severe burnout mainly among young dental professionals.

Consequences of burnout in dentistry include decreased productivity, increased risk of errors, higher rates of substance abuse, 
mental health issues, and even early retirement. It also negatively impacts patient care, leading to lower patient satisfaction and 
potential health risks.

Addressing burnout involves organizational changes such as promoting a healthy work environment, providing mental health 
support, encouraging work-life balance, and fostering a culture of open communication. Individual strategies include stress 
management techniques, seeking professional help, and engaging in regular physical activity.

By recognizing and addressing the factors contributing to burnout, the dental profession can improve both the well-being of 
dental practitioners and the quality of care provided to patients.

Keywords: Dental Burnout; Work-Life Balance; Young Dental Professionals; Recognition and Appropriate Reward; Cycle Of 
Competition; Self-Imposed Pressure and Self-Importance/Worth 

Dental Burnout: Myth or Disease, and can it be Managed?

Naik V* and Prakash S
Associate Professor, AIMST University, India

*Corresponding author: dr. Veena Naik MDS, Faculty of Dentistry, AIMST Dental Center, AIMST University, Semeling, 08100 
Bedong, Kedah Darul Aman, Malaysia, Tel: +601126588376; Email: dr_veenasnaik@yahoo.co.in

Received Date: November 21, 2024; Published Date: December 06, 2024

Introduction 

Dentistry is a profession that involves close social interaction 
between the practitioner and patient, often within the 

confines of a specific work environment and influenced 
by personal characteristics. Despite 88 percent of dentists 
reporting good or excellent health [1], some studies indicate 
that one in ten dentists experiences poor general health, and 
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three in ten report a poor physical condition [2]. A survey of 
dentists in the United States conducted before the onset of 
COVID-19 revealed that nearly one in seven dentists suffered 
from burnout—a figure likely to have increased due to the 
additional stressors brought on by the pandemic [3].

The term ‘burnout’ was introduced into the medical lexicon 
in 1974 by Herbert Freudenberger [4], a German psychiatry 
resident in the U.S. Freudenberger described burnout as a 
state of emotional and mental exhaustion, often observed 
among volunteer workers, leading to various physical and 
behavioral consequences. It is important to distinguish 
burnout from stress; rather than a mere reaction to pressure, 
burnout represents the erosion or depletion of human values, 
dignity, and will Alemany Martínez A, et al. [5].

There are Several Contributing Factors
• High Workload and Time Pressure: Dentists often handle 

a large number of cases under tight time constraints, 
which can lead to extended periods of intense 
concentration and stress [6-8].

• Patient Interactions: Managing anxious or challenging 
patients can be emotionally exhausting, and the need to 
maintain a positive demeanor can exacerbate stress.

• Financial Pressures: The financial responsibilities of 
running a dental practice, including managing overhead 
costs and dealing with insurance, can add to the overall 
burden. Academicians are often underpaid and do not 
receive pay scale that adequately reflects their expertise.

• Perfectionism: The meticulous nature of dental work 
requires high levels of accuracy and perfection, which 
can contribute to stress and burnout.

• Lack of Work-Life Balance: Long working hours and the 
demands of operating a practice can disrupt work-life 
balance, negatively impacting personal and family life.

• Lack of Recognition and Appropriate Reward: The 
skill and quality of a dentist’s work, particularly in 
procedures like root canals or restorations, treating oral 
lesions often go unrecognized by patients because the 
results are not visible. This lack of acknowledgment can 
lead to feelings of inefficacy.

Burnout in dentistry is a multifaceted issue that manifests at 
various stages of a dental professional’s career, starting from 
undergraduate education and continuing into mid-career 
and beyond. The sources of stress and burnout evolve over 
time, but the cumulative effect can result in severe burnout 
mainly among young dental professionals.

The Undergraduate Struggle: The journey begins 
with dental students who face the immense pressure of 
competitive exams to secure postgraduate seats. The high-
stakes environment fosters a culture of stress from a young 

age, creating a foundation for future burnout. The rigorous 
academic demands, coupled with the uncertainties of future 
career prospects, exacerbate stress levels. Changes in social 
environment, loss of familiarity, and the expectations from 
peers further contribute to the psychological burden, making 
it difficult for many students to cope [9].

The Transition to Young Practitioners: Upon graduation, 
young dental practitioners face the dilemma of choosing 
between academic careers and starting their own practices. 
This decision is fraught with challenges, such as taking on 
loans for setting up a practice, managing the business aspects 
of the profession, and the continuous need to stay updated 
with new techniques and technologies. The pressure to 
compete for jobs, often against close peers, adds another 
layer of stress [10].

The Academician’s Predicament: The most stressed group 
within the dental profession is arguably the academicians. 
These individuals are expected to excel both as clinicians 
and educators. They face the constant pressure of proving 
themselves annually for promotions or salary hikes. With 
increasing demands from management and the need to 
continuously meet high standards, many academicians find 
themselves overwhelmed [10].

Continuous Learning and Adaptation: Dentistry is a 
demanding profession that requires continuous learning. 
New techniques and technologies such as lasers, implants, 
and CBCT (Cone Beam Computed Tomography) are constantly 
emerging. Dentists often feel compelled to enroll in courses 
to learn these new skills, which can lead to a relentless cycle 
of competition and self-imposed pressure.

Recognizing and Addressing Burnout: To address burnout 
effectively, it is crucial first to recognize its symptoms. 
Meditation and relaxation techniques are valuable, but 
the foundational step is to understand self-importance, 
self-worth, and self-compassion. The fear of being seen as 
incompetent in any way leaves you in denial or very defensive. 
Identifying personal strengths and areas for improvement is 
the key in avoiding the trap of constant competition [11,12].

Talking to a senior colleague from the same field can provide 
valuable perspective and support. Additional strategies for 
managing burnout include:

• Creative Visualization: Practicing safe place 
visualization scripts for a 10-minute relaxation session.

• Body Muscular Relaxation: Techniques to reduce 
physical tension.

• Mindfulness: Cultivating present-moment awareness to 
reduce stress.
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• Good Sleep Hygiene: Practices like ‘beditation’ to 
ensure restful sleep.

• Social and Physical Activities: Engaging in hobbies, 
exercise, walks, and socializing with friends to maintain 
a balanced life.

Conclusion

Burnout in dentistry is a pervasive issue that requires a 
multifaceted approach to manage effectively. By recognizing 
the different stressors at each career stage and employing 
practical strategies to manage stress, dental professionals 
can better navigate the demands of their profession. 
Self-compassion, coping with isolation and mindfulness, 
accounted for the effect on happiness. Hence understanding 
self-worth and fostering a supportive community are crucial 
steps in mitigating burnout and ensuring a sustainable and 
fulfilling career in dentistry. 
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