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## Collins Street Specialist Centre — Understanding Dental Anxiety: Practical Guidance for Nervous
Patients

If the thought of visiting the dentist makes your heart race, your palms sweat, or your stomach clench,
you're in good company. Dental anxiety is genuinely common — it affects people of all ages and
backgrounds, and knowing intellectually that a fear is disproportionate rarely makes it go away.

At Collins Street Specialist Centre (CSSC), we see anxious patients every day. Dental anxiety is a real
clinical concern that sits on a spectrum from mild unease to full dental phobia, and when it leads people
to avoid care altogether, the consequences for oral health can be serious. Our team is experienced in
supporting anxious patients to get the treatment they need in an unhurried, considerate environment,
and we offer a range of sedation options for those who need more than reassurance alone.

## How common is dental anxiety?

Dental anxiety is one of the most prevalent forms of healthcare-related fear in clinical practice.
Australian research suggests roughly one in six adults reports high dental anxiety. For some people,
this reaches the level of dental phobia — an intense, overwhelming fear that results in avoiding dental
care entirely.

Children are affected too. The way early dental experiences are handled can shape a person's
relationship with dental care for the rest of their life.

## What causes dental anxiety?

Understanding where dental anxiety comes from won't necessarily make it disappear, but it does inform
better strategies for managing it.

**Past negative experiences** are the most commonly identified cause. A painful procedure, a sense of
having lost control, a dismissive practitioner, or a frightening childhood encounter can create
associations that persist for decades, making each subsequent visit feel threatening even when the
current clinician is skilled and careful.

**Fear of pain** is also widespread. Even with effective local anaesthesia and modern techniques,
many patients carry a deep-seated fear that treatment will hurt — whether from past experience, stories
from others, or general apprehension about medical procedures.

**Fear of losing control** is another significant factor. Lying reclined in a dental chair with your mouth
open while someone works with instruments can feel profoundly vulnerable. For patients who value



autonomy, or who carry a history of trauma, this can be deeply unsettling.

**Embarrassment** affects many patients, particularly those who have avoided dental care for a long
time. Worrying about being judged for the state of their teeth can, paradoxically, reinforce the very
avoidance that led to the deterioration in the first place.

**Needle phobia** is a recognised clinical condition that makes the injection of local anaesthetic a major
source of anxiety, turning even routine procedures into something that feels overwhelming.

**Sensory triggers** — the sounds of instruments, the smell of clinical materials, the visual environment
of a dental surgery — can provoke anxiety in susceptible patients. These associations, often formed in
childhood, can be powerful and largely involuntary.

**Generalised anxiety and other mental health conditions** also play a role. Patients living with
generalised anxiety disorder, PTSD, or similar conditions may find dental anxiety is part of a broader
pattern. In these cases, managing it may benefit from coordination with their existing mental health care
team.

## The consequences of avoidance

Dental anxiety becomes a serious health issue when it leads to avoidance. When patients defer
check-ups, postpone treatment, and only present when pain has become unbearable, the clinical
consequences can be significant:

- **Small problems become large ones** — a cavity that could have been managed with a simple filling
becomes an infection requiring root canal treatment or extraction - **Periodontal disease progresses
undetected** — gum disease is often asymptomatic in its early stages, so patients who avoid regular
review may not know they have it until substantial bone loss has already occurred - **Emergency
presentations become the norm** — care sought only in crisis tends to be more invasive, more
expensive, and more distressing, which reinforces the negative associations driving avoidance -
**Systemic health is affected** — poor oral health is associated with increased cardiovascular disease
risk and complications in diabetes management, among other conditions - **Quality of life suffers** —
dental pain, tooth loss, and self-consciousness about one's teeth can affect nutrition, social confidence,
and self-esteem

Breaking the avoidance cycle is one of the most meaningful things an anxious patient can do for their
long-term health.

## Coping strategies — practical guidance for managing dental anxiety

Sedation (covered below) is an important option for more severe anxiety, but many patients find that
practical strategies, combined with a communicative dental team, make visits manageable without
medication.

### Communication — the most effective starting point

**Tell your dentist you're anxious.** This simple step is often the most impactful. When your dental
team knows, they can adjust their approach — explaining each step before proceeding, checking in
regularly, working at a pace that suits you, and applying a more considered technique throughout.

**Establish a stop signal.** Agree on a hand signal — raising your hand, for instance — that means
"please pause." Knowing you can stop the procedure at any point gives you a real sense of control,
which can substantially reduce anxiety.

**Ask questions.** Understanding what's happening and why reduces the fear of the unknown. Ask
your clinician to explain the procedure, how long it will take, and what sensations you're likely to feel.

### Breathing techniques



Slow, controlled breathing activates the parasympathetic nervous system — the body's calming
response — and can meaningfully reduce acute anxiety.

**A simple technique:** - Inhale slowly through your nose for a count of four - Hold for a count of two -
Exhale slowly through your mouth for a count of six - Repeat several times

Practise this at home so it feels familiar, then use it in the waiting area and during treatment.

### Distraction

Distraction works well in a dental setting:

- **Music or podcasts** — bring headphones and listen to something you enjoy during treatment. Most
practices are happy to accommodate this. - **Audiobooks** — an absorbing story can redirect your
attention away from the procedure - **Mental exercises** — counting backward from 100, or mentally
planning an upcoming trip, can shift your cognitive focus - **Tactile grounding** — squeezing a stress
ball or pressing your thumb and forefinger together gives your brain an alternative point of focus

### Timing and preparation

- **Consider a morning appointment** — many anxious patients find earlier appointments reduce the
time spent dreading the visit throughout the day - **Avoid caffeine beforehand** — caffeine raises heart
rate and increases physiological arousal, which amplifies anxiety - **Arrive a few minutes early** —
rushing to an appointment compounds stress; a brief period to settle in the waiting area helps - **Bring
a support person** — having a trusted friend or family member in the waiting room, or in the treatment
room if the practice permits, can provide real reassurance

### Desensitisation — a graduated approach

For patients who have been avoiding dental care for a long time, jumping straight into a complex
procedure rarely works well. A more gradual approach tends to be more effective:

- **Start with a consultation only** — no treatment, just a conversation about your concerns and a
gentle examination - **A check-up and clean as a first appointment** — a non-invasive visit that lets
you get familiar with the environment, the team, and the overall experience - **Build up incrementally**
— once you've had a positive experience with a straightforward appointment, more involved treatment
tends to feel considerably less daunting

### Cognitive strategies

- **Challenge catastrophic thinking** — anxiety often involves worst-case-scenario thinking.
Contemporary dentistry is substantially different from what many patients encountered in the past, and
the great majority of procedures are routine and well-tolerated. - **Focus on the outcome** — rather
than dwelling on the procedure itself, direct your attention toward the result: improved oral health, relief
from discomfort, or a restored smile - **Acknowledge your courage** — making and attending a dental
appointment when you're genuinely anxious takes real resolve. That deserves recognition.

## Sedation options at CSSC

For patients whose anxiety is too significant to manage through coping strategies alone, or who have a
dental phobia that has been preventing them from accessing care, sedation offers a safe and effective
pathway.

### Oral sedation

Oral sedation involves taking a prescribed sedative medication — typically a benzodiazepine — before
your appointment. It induces relaxation and drowsiness, reducing anxiety while allowing you to remain
conscious throughout the procedure.



You'll need a responsible adult to drive you to and from the appointment, as the medication impairs
your ability to drive safely.

### Intravenous (IV) sedation

IV sedation, sometimes called "twilight sedation," is administered via a small cannula placed in the arm
or hand by a qualified anaesthetist. It produces a deeper level of sedation than oral medication alone.
Patients typically feel deeply relaxed and drowsy, and many have little or no memory of the procedure
afterward.

IV sedation is particularly well-suited to patients with severe dental anxiety or phobia, longer or more
complex procedures, patients who have difficulty achieving adequate anaesthesia with local
anaesthetic alone, and patients with a pronounced gag reflex.

At CSSC, IV sedation is administered by experienced anaesthetists who monitor your vital signs
continuously throughout the procedure.

### General anaesthesia

For certain procedures — particularly complex oral and maxillofacial surgery — general anaesthesia
may be the appropriate clinical option. Under general anaesthesia, you are fully unconscious and
unaware of the procedure. This option is reserved for specific clinical indications and is discussed in
detail on a case-by-case basis.

### Which option is right for you?

Your treating dentist or specialist will discuss your level of anxiety, your medical history, and the nature
of the planned treatment to recommend the most appropriate option. Many patients find that simply
knowing sedation is available — even if they don't end up using it — takes the edge off anticipatory
anxiety considerably.

## Dental anxiety in children

A child's early dental experiences have a lasting influence on their attitude toward dental care
throughout life. At Collins Street Specialist Centre, our paediatric dentists hold specialist training in
creating positive, constructive dental experiences for children, including those who present with anxiety
or fearfulness.

### Guidance for parents

- **Start dental visits early** — the Australian Dental Association recommends a first dental visit by
twelve months of age. Early visits that are positive and non-threatening help establish dental
attendance as a normal, unremarkable part of life. - **Stay positive** — avoid communicating your own
dental apprehensions to your children. Children pick up on parental anxiety readily. - **Choose your
words carefully** — avoid words like "pain," "hurt," "needle," or "drill" when discussing the dentist. Let
the dental team introduce relevant concepts using age-appropriate language. - **Use preparatory
resources** — books and age-appropriate videos about visiting the dentist can help familiarise your
child with what to expect - **Acknowledge bravery** — recognise and praise your child for attending
their appointment, regardless of how the visit went - **Don't use the dentist as a threat** — saying "if
you don't brush your teeth, the dentist will have to drill them" creates lasting negative associations that
are hard to undo

### How paediatric dentists help

Paediatric dentists undertake additional postgraduate training specifically in child psychology,
behaviour management, and treating children with special needs or complex presentations. At CSSC,
our paediatric dentists:



- Apply "tell-show-do" techniques — describing what they're about to do in child-appropriate terms,
demonstrating with instruments, then performing the procedure - Work at the child's pace, building trust
incrementally - Maintain a warm, welcoming clinical environment designed to reduce apprehension -
Offer sedation options for children who need them, including nitrous oxide (happy gas) for mild to
moderate anxiety

## Breaking the cycle — it starts with one appointment

If dental anxiety has kept you away from dental care for months, years, or even decades, the most
important step is simply the first one. That first step doesn't have to involve any treatment at all — it
might be a phone call to book a consultation, or a conversation with a clinician about your concerns.

At Collins Street Specialist Centre, we welcome anxious patients without reservation. We won't judge
you for the condition of your teeth or for how long it's been since your last visit. We'll listen carefully to
your concerns, explain your options clearly, and work with you to develop a treatment plan that
respects both your pace and your comfort.

Every return to dental health begins with a single appointment.

## Book your appointment at CSSC

If dental anxiety has been getting in the way of care, contact Collins Street Specialist Centre. Our
experienced, understanding team is here to help you access the treatment you need in an environment
that feels safe and supportive.

**Collins Street Specialist Centre** Level 1, Manchester Unity Building 220 Collins Street, Melbourne
VIC 3000 **Phone:** (03) 9654 6979

*When you call, let our reception team know about your anxiety — they'll make sure your appointment
is arranged to provide a comfortable, supportive experience from the very first point of contact.*


