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Ellen Woodworth - How Do Dentists Perceive Parental Presence in the Dental 
Operatory? 
 

Ellen Woodworth: Hi, I'm Ellen Woodworth. I am a fourth-year dental student from Dalhousie 
University. And so, since starting dental school, I've really had a keen interest in 
pediatric dentistry and especially the unique dynamic that goes on between 
patient, dentist and guardian, that is quite often present. More recently I have 
noticed that there is a disconnect between parents wanting to be right beside 
their child and the dentist more often than not vocalizing their preference 
towards parents not being there. For my research, I wanted to investigate just 
that. How are the perspectives on parental presence different between dentists 
and parents in Nova Scotia? So, as many of you most likely know, especially if 
you have ever dealt with kids before, child behavior is highly variable and has 
many confounding factors. With respect to dentistry one study found that 
primary guardian presence was one of the main predictors of child behavior. 

Ellen Woodworth: In recent years, modern parenting styles have altered the way in which children 
are managed and treated in the dental operatory. So, there have been trends 
towards more permissive and paranoid parenting and this has led to a lack of 
discipline, avoidance of fear and discomfort, and underdeveloped coping 
mechanisms. And because patients simply can't cope with dental treatment, 
there have been an increased use of advanced behavioral guidance techniques, 
techniques like protective stabilization, sedation and general anesthesia. And 
while these techniques can be absolutely beneficial and certainly necessary in 
certain situations, they also do require specific training, more resources, and 
should not always be the first option when treating kids. Therefore, it's really 
important for dentists to know how to use the other basic techniques, which 
does include effective management of parental presence. And so, for my 
research, my main objectives were twofold. The first was to determine the 
perspectives of parents and guardians and Nova Scotia and dentists on parental 
presence in a dental operatory. And also, I wanted to determine how each 
group believe that parental presence affects patient behavior. I was able to 
accomplish these goals through development and distribution of two surveys. 
And so the first was a paper survey that was handed directly to parents and 
guardians of pediatric patients of the Dalhousie Dental Clinic and the other was 
an online survey distributed to dentists through the Nova Scotia Dental 
Association. 

Ellen Woodworth: And so, I wanted to now get into the results, the exciting part of the research. 
So, I wanted just to give you a brief overview of the demographics before we 
fully get to the results. So unfortunately, we did not get a great return on the 
survey to parents and guardian, so we only received 31 completed surveys. And 
whereas for practicing dentists we were received just 98 completed surveys, 
which we were quite happy with. And so, we're first going to go through the  
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results by looking at the survey to parents and guardians and then moving on to 
the survey to practicing dentists. So, for the survey to parents and guardians, 
overall, we found that 81% of parents preferred to be present. Eighty-three 
percent of parents and guardians believed that their presence improved patient 
behavior. Not one parent or guardian indicated that patient behavior worsened. 

Ellen Woodworth: And so, this figure shows that as invasiveness of the procedures increased, so 
from checkups to cleanings to fillings to tooth extractions, that less parents 
prefer to be present for the appointment. However, even still for the perceived 
most invasive procedures, so emergency treatments, still over 50% of parents 
did want to be present. So, this is looking at why parents want to be present. So 
almost 50% of parents indicated that the most important reason for their 
presence was to make their child more comfortable. Other popular reasons 
included wanting to hear what the dentist was saying and helping the dentist to 
make the child more comfortable. And so, we also did look at a few other 
things. We looked at parents’ feelings towards their own dental appointments. 
However, there was no correlation to preference being present or not. We also 
wanted to look at parents and guardians who had been to other dental clinics 
with their child. 

Ellen Woodworth: We wanted to know if their perspective was different because they were 
treating by dental students. And so still there was 77% preferred to be present. 
And 43% who went to other dental practices felt like they were not allowed to 
be present. So now moving onto the results with practicing dentists. So, with 
respect to overall preference, you can see that there's a distinct difference 
between restorative and exams. With sedation, we did not get a lot of 
responses from dentists indicating that they practice and use sedation with 
children. So, for most of these results we're going to be focusing on the exam 
and restorative. And so, from this graph you can see that for restorative, close 
to 50% of dentists indicated that they prefer parental absence, whereas for 
exams it's more of a split between having no preference or preferring parents to 
be present. 

Ellen Woodworth: And so, we also were able to note a trend between years practicing dentistry 
and their overall preference. So, we're going to focus right now looking at the 
orange and the blue. So, with the restorative appointments, so the figure here 
on the right, you can see that dentist practicing under 20 years, the majority of 
them preferred parental absence. And whereas over 30 years, they either had 
no preference or preferred their absence. Whereas for exam appointments 
there wasn't as distinct of a trend noted. And so, we attributed this to being 
more years practicing dentistry you become more comfortable and either have 
no preference or in most cases in some cases preferring parents being absent. 

Ellen Woodworth: And so this is a large graph with a lot of numbers on it, or a large table I should 
say, but I will kind of point you in the directions where we want to look. So we  
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asked practicing dentists to select all the effects that they believe were a direct 
result from parents being present. And so, the ones in the red here are more 
negative behaviors, whereas the green here are more positive behaviors. So 
again, we're going to be focusing on exams and restorative treatment. So, as 
you can see looking between exams and restorative treatment there's a larger 
percentage of dentists who notice negative behavior with the restorative 
appointments versus at the exam appointments. We're also going to look at the 
different age groups. So, the zero to 6-years-old and 7 to 14. So, you can see 
again there's more negative behaviors that are noted with the older age group 
compared to the younger age group. And the same thing with restorative 
appointments. So more negative behaviors noted with the older age group for 
restorative than the younger. 

Ellen Woodworth: So overall there were 81% of parents want to be present and believe that their 
presence improved patient behavior. As invasiveness of the appointment 
increased the preference towards parental presence decreased. A large majority 
of dentists are always or usually giving parental presence as an option, but more 
dentists prefer parental absence during restorative appointments versus exam 
appointments. And for restorative appointments, more than half of the dentist 
practicing under 20 years preferred parental absence. And there were more 
perceived negative effects of parental presence noted by dentists with 
restorative appointments and older children. And so overall there was a marked 
disconnect noted between the perspectives of dentists and perspectives of 
parents and guardians of pediatric patients. Although the majority of dentists 
are giving parental presence as an option, many dentists are preferring their 
absence, especially during restorative treatment. While, and the majority of 
guardians do wish to be present. It is important to say that there are many 
benefits to parental presence, such as knee-to-knee exams or as silent partners, 
but this does require proper management of the parent. So overall, this 
disconnect that was identified by my research may be best addressed by 
education around the strategies to manage parents in the dental operatory, and 
how to communicate effectively with parents regarding their role in their child's 
dental treatment. 

Ellen Woodworth: Thank you very much. And a special thank you to Dr. Tracy Doyle, who was my 
research supervisor, and my school that I go to Dalhousie University for allowing 
me to do this research. Thank you. 

 

 


