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The launch of the new NHS England Clinical Standards for Dental 
Anxiety Management1 at the beginning of last year demonstrates a 
significant shift from the formerly titled Service standards for 
Conscious Sedation in a primary care setting. The clinical guide now 
includes a range of approaches which comprise behavioural 
techniques as both a stand-alone anxiety management strategy or 
as a complementary approach to support conscious sedation and 
general anaesthesia. The guide makes the important distinction 
between ‘trait anxiety’ (the more enduring apprehension 
concerning dental treatment that a person generally feels when 
contemplating, or engaging with, dental treatment) and ‘state 
anxiety’ (the individual’s degree of concern at a specific point in 
time when faced with a particular aspect of dental treatment such 
as local anaesthetic injections). This distinction is important since 
approaches to managing the two forms of anxiety may differ. 
 
While conscious sedation and general anaesthesia offer an 
invaluable approach to provide dental treatment with increased 
comfort and reduced anxiety to individuals, there is also an 
appreciation that, when used in isolation, they may not target the 
underlying fear or trait anxiety. Therefore, opportunities to 
integrate pharmacological interventions alongside approaches 
based on cognitive behavioural (CB) techniques may afford the 
prospect to work on both state and trait anxiety simultaneously, 
supporting a rehabilitation model of dental fear.2    
 
In recognition of this, the authors published an article in the 2018 
SAAD Digest on Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) services and 
training options in the UK for dental professionals.3 However, since 
then a number of self-help CBT guides have become available to 
support patients and their dental teams which provide dental 
anxiety management interventions informed by CB principles and 
techniques. These resources support the implementation of some 
of the more advanced interventions referenced in the new 
standards1 which include the use of communication tools to 
support patient care.  
 
This article aims to briefly outline two resources currently available 
for children and adults and consider their application for dental 
anxiety management.  
 
1.    Your teeth, you are in control 

       Produced by a team of experts in the field under the leadership 
of Sheffield Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust with 
collaboration between Kings College London, University of 

Reading, University of Glasgow and Five Areas Ltd, Your teeth, 
you are in control is a self-help CBT-based resource for young 
people (aged 9 to 16 years), with supplementary resources for 
parents and dental teams.4   

 
       The authors suggest it is used with young people experiencing 

mild to moderate trait dental anxiety requiring non-urgent 
treatment. It is written to support the provision of a course of 
treatment with information on the dental setting, some basic 
dental procedures and specific tools and strategies to manage 
the physical sensations of anxiety. It also includes access to 
valuable resources to increase children’s sense of control 
including ‘Message to the dentist’ (Figure 1) which also 
facilitates enhanced communication between the child and the 
dental team, as well as a ‘stop signal signed agreement’. These 
are evidence-based techniques shown to reduce anxiety and 
distress in the dental setting.5,6 The guide also provides 
opportunities for the child and family to think about what 
went well at each visit, providing feedback on positive coping, 
an evidence-based CB-technique to support anxiety 
management in children.6 A full step-by-step process of how to 
implement the self-help guide is outlined in the BDJ Team 
article by Zoe Marshman,4 along with information on 
accompanying materials and guides to support parents / 
guardians and dental teams.  

 
       While the content and components of the self-help guide all 

hinge upon evidence-based CB-techniques, the guide itself was 
created as part of a collaborative research study with patient 
and public involvement.7 This preliminary investigation 
demonstrated encouraging results for the 48 children (out of 
56 initially recruited) who completed the study, which 
comprised three dental treatment visits and pre- and post- 
treatment questionnaires.  

 
       Self-reported dental anxiety significantly reduced and health-

related quality of life significantly increased following the use 
of the self-help guide with 60% of young people reporting 
feeling ’a lot less worried’ about visiting the dentist. The study 
further demonstrated high levels of acceptability of the self-
help guide among young people and stakeholders, with 
recommendations to run a full randomised controlled trial 
(RCT) which is currently underway.  

 
       The CALM trial protocol is a four-year RCT being run across 30 

primary care dental sites including general dental practices 
and primary dental community clinics across some of the most 
deprived areas in the UK with higher than average caries rates.  
The aim of the RCT is to establish the clinical and cost-
effectiveness of the self-help CBT guide8 and we look forward 
to seeing the results in due course.  

 
       In addition to these research studies, a service evaluation 

published in 2019 reported encouraging findings on the use of 
the guide in a single general dental practice.9 Statistically 
significant reductions in dental anxiety reported using the 

Self-help resources incorporating cognitive behavioural 
techniques for patients with dental phobia: what’s 
available?   
J. Hare, T. Newton  

 

 J. Hare DHealthPsy CPsychol AFBPS*1 
T. Newton BA PhD CPsychol CSci AFBPsS FHEA2 
1 Consultant Health Psychologist, Dental Psychology Service, Guy’s and St Thomas’ 
NHS Foundation Trust and SAAD Editorial Board Member 
2 Professor of Psychology as Applied to Dentistry, King’s College London 

*Correspondance to: Jennifer Hare 
Email:  Jennifer.Hare@gstt.nhs.uk 

Hare J, Newton T. Self-help resources incorporating cognitive behavioural 
techniques for patients with dental phobia: what’s available? SAAD Dig. 2024: 40(II): 
128-132 

SAAD digest 2024 40-II.qxp_Layout 1  23/07/2024  14:11  Page 28



129

Children’s Experiences of Dental Anxiety Measure (CEDAM) 
were seen within the evaluation’s 84 included young patients, 
with a mean age of 10.9 years old. This service evaluation 
demonstrates the ‘real-world’ applicability of the resource.  

 
       At present Your teeth, you are in control and the accompanying 

user-friendly resources are available to purchase in paper copy 
via the University of Sheffield website17 and the single-page 
‘Message to the dentist’ is currently available to download for 
free (in a number of languages) via the Living Life to the Full 
(LLTTF) website.18 To learn more about the intervention and the 
resources, please visit these two websites.  

 
2.    Getting the dental care you need: getting through an  
       urgent dental appointment 

       This CBT-based self-help book which is available both in 
printed form or online (Figure 2) is written for people with 
dental fear who now require urgent dental treatment and who 
may be in pain or have other urgent symptoms.10 Written by 
experts in dentistry and CBT, this practical resource teaches key 
skills to help people experiencing dental anxiety. It provides a 
structure of intervention for dental practitioners and teams 
wanting to support their patients, as well as for patients 
wanting to learn anxiety-management techniques they can use 
themselves or to help support a conversation with their dentist.  

 
       The content covers what might have caused dental anxiety 

onset and supports the learning of five strategies to manage 
dental fear in order to get through an urgent dental 
appointment.  

 
       These strategies consist of: 

       1)    Using topical numbing gel before an injection 

       2)    Agreeing start / stop signals 

       3)    Learning calm-controlled breathing 

       4)    Techniques to shift focus to the whole body and  

       5)    Listening to music or audiobooks. 
 
       There is also a specific section on ‘getting though a tooth 

extraction’ to prepare an individual by advising what to expect. 
In addition, the book aims to support the patient to 
communicate their dental anxiety fears to their dental 
practitioner and state how they wish to self-manage their 
anxiety during the treatment. Using the ‘dental care agreement’ 
(similar to the principles of ‘Message to the dentist’ outlined in 
the child-oriented resource) the two-page document is jointly 
reviewed and signed, with a commitment to support the 
patient’s choices and preferences agreed and the patient and 
clinician working together for an effective treatment outcome. 
The agreement helpfully includes a ‘my emergency dental kit’ 
checklist of treatment preferences to be agreed at the 
appointment which affords a greater sense of patient choice 
and control; vital ingredients in dental anxiety management.11 

 
       The authors suggest that the book can be both read as a 

standalone self-help guide for patients which can be applied in 
their own appointments or could be provided with support 
from dental teams.  

 
       While there are no specific research studies evaluating the use 

of this guide in practice as yet, the principles and evidence base 
of CBT are well-documented for dental fear and anxiety.12-16 

 
       At present, the Getting the dental care you need: getting through 

an urgent dental appointment book is available to purchase via 
the Living Life to the Full (LLTTF) website,18 where more 

information is available on how to use the resource, supporter 
notes and training information.  

 
Final thoughts and conclusion 
These two CBT-informed resources provide an opportunity for 
patients and practitioners to incorporate valuable CB-techniques 
into their dental anxiety management approach. They provide a 
user-friendly way to support both the patient and the dental team 
apply the techniques in practice, without necessarily completing 
specific training in CBT per se. It is important to note that using 
these resources in a standalone fashion cannot be considered as 
delivering a full course of CBT, as this requires appropriate training 
and cannot be used as a one-off, ad hoc technique.3  
 
As we await the implementation guidance for the new Clinical 
standards for dental anxiety management, these resources, along 
with low level behavioural management techniques, provide a 
helpful approach to utilise in primary care settings. The authors 
appreciate the time required to incorporate these approaches 
effectively and it is sincerely hoped that this will be duly 
considered in the commissioning of services across all tier levels of 
dental care provision.  Indeed, the concept of allowing for longer 
appointments is included in the new standards’ appendix1 where, 
over time as trust and rapport are built and dental anxiety 
reduced, working towards care delivery in standard appointment 
times might be a more realistic and achievable goal.  
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Fig 1  Your teeth, you are in control ‘Message to the dentist’ and Dental worksheet 
Reproduced under licence from Living Life to the Full (www.llttf.com) 
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Fig 1  Your teeth, you are in control ‘Message to the dentist’ and Dental worksheet 
Reproduced under licence from Living Life to the Full (www.llttf.com) 
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Fig 2  Getting the dental care you need - booklet  
Reproduced under licence from Living Life to the Full (www.llttf.com) 
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