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Dr Ben Atkins is a practice owner and also

t

e,rery dental professional is

the same. The work-life balance of

a

young

will be very different to that ofa
seasoned practice owner with a young family.

associate

Depending on your circumstances, keeping
work and home life separate might be a
challenge, or not at all.
Claire Stevens is a paediatric consultant and
media spokesperson for the British Society of
Paediatric Dentistry. Those roles, together with
being a mum to young children, mean keeping
a

has a young family. He said: 'For me, keeping
work and home life separate isnt massively
difficult. However, I put that down to making
a commitment to myself - I have to say no.
'That doesnt mean not taking on new
challenges. You have to prioritise what is
important. If, as a young dentist, you have
a mentor or a more experienced colleague
you can relate to, take the time to listen to
them. They have probably seen and done it

all before. Things may have changed, but the

'Since having my children I have become

far more protective about my home life and

in order to be able to

do the'normal'mum things like taking my
daughter to school when I am not working in
Manchesterl Claire explained.'Usua1ly I can
take her to school three or four days

profession and keep up hobbies and sport.
For me this meant frequent eariy mornings
and late nights. As you continue through the
years your passion for dentistry grows and

you find yourself involved in research and
projects on top of the course, but I think it's
important to only get involved in areas of
interest to you and learning to say no and
turn down projects ifthey're not for you,
somelhing I struggled ir'ith.

'I think it

is hard sometimes to remember

we are just starting and our work may not

balance is increasingly challenging.

have reduced my hours

'For me, it is key to meet people outside the

a

week.

'My salary took a big hit, but my well-being
and general life satisfaction have dramatically
improved. Over time I have found a balance
that more or less works for me. I have
protected work days where I start early and
finish late and do not see my family, but these
are balanced by days when I am home with the
kids and my emails are unopened.
'My advice would be to ensure that you
communicate your intentions to work
colleagues. Let them know when you are

available, and when you do not wish to
be disturbed. I have found that most are

respectful of this.
'That said, my media work means that I have
to remain accessible at all times in case a story
breaks and BSPD needs to comment. This has
included briefing the BBC at midnight and
back to back interviews on a Sunday. I see this

price to pay for the flexibiliry I have
in my job plan. It wouldn't work for all, but it
does work for mel
as a sma1l

'Recently I saw a social media
post from a dental professional

compare to leaders in the field and rvork we

with their schedule for the day.
It involved them getting up at
5am and returning at 10.30pm,

all u,e can do is keep working at lt.

some '17 hours later.'
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health has notl
Anna Middleton is just setting out on
her career in the profession, and as a young
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burn out.'

Burnout in dentistry, is thought to be
muitifaceted, with causal factors pointing to
numerous aspects of job demands. The cause
of burnout is still

dificult to extrapolate, it

may arise from the interplay between job

advice about saying no.

performance and productivity, especially in

'I run my own business and I use to be
terrible at it. I was doing too much and not
managing my time efectively. While the
money was coming in I was tired and falling
behind on my work which meant my business
wasn't growing or developing. I realised then
only I could make the changes needed to
correct this. I dropped a day in surgery so I
could do admin and business development. I
also reduced down to some half days which
then freed up time for meetings, or if I'm
honest, simply to do nothing and relax. I also
stopped looking at my emails or working on
the weekends unless I want to.
'Itt only natural to come into the
do everlthing. You have to make your mark.
Learning to say no sounds simple, but if like me - you commit yourself to something,
Simon Oldfie1d, a recent graduate, believes
the problem is starting not when you enter
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'If one has taken on too much, it is better
to renegotiate your commitment rather than

business owner, can relate to Dr Atkin's

it can be very di1ficult to do.'
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done in extended sessions, but thats okay and

A brrrrtlc ilreai
basic principle of iooking after your mental

profession and be enthusiastic and want to

Table 1 - Origin of the problems

are so frequently exposed to, which is often

the profession, but before you even get there.

current times where there is an augmented
ageing population, reduced workforce in
some areas and lower amounts of public
funding in addition to increased public
expectation
of services.

While the manifestation of the problem
burnout, anxiety, depression and
stress,

mental health problems

- requires

some

serious thought, research conducted by the

BDAr sought to identify the origins of these
manifestations (Table 1).
What is apparent is burnout is grounded in
pressure and can take a number ofdifferent
forms - dealing with anxious patients,
having to decide on the correct treatment or
procedure, allocating time for each patient.
Each challenges a different aspect

ofworking

life, and therefore - as Simon mentions - has
the potential to become all-encompassing,
and can take its to11 on a dentist and impact
the profession more broadly.

Which begs the question, to what extent

'There seems to be mounting pressure at
dental school to do more, achieve more and

do stress and poor working conditions

publishl he said. 'Living with other dental

engagement? What are the subsequent

students, socialising with dental students,
dentistry was obviously the hot topic.
It does become extremely difficult to
separate home and the course, so it can
become all-consuming.

implications for dentists' productlvity and
patient care?
According to Ben, it's the people you

undermine job satisfaction and work

surround yourself with that can make
the dillerence.

a1l

\\'ork Life Balance
'Without my management team I think I
rvould pop', he said. 'The threat of burnout
for me is very real. I dont speak for the
profession, but my circumstances arent

can be a release, and

if it's mentally taxing,

that individual will need to

unique and there will be others facing the
same issues as me. Too much time in the
surgery and not enough time working on my
business and career soon builds up. I can feel

seek a

diferent

me getting short and angry quickly, which is

Requlation support

in the room - it still appears to be a subject
that is rarely spoken about. Many dentists
appear stoic and talking through problems

Confidential and accessible help

B

Dentist specific support,
advice guidance
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help or care. That paradigm has

why my management team is so important.'
It was a similar story for Anna and Claire.
'I have had a couple of times in my life
when I felt extremely close to burnout', Claire
told me.'Experience has taught me when I
need to slow down or say no. I try to schedule

2-lr
5ts in

way of unwinding.
'The topic of mental health is the elephant

is a rarity, perhaps as we feel we are the
caregivers not those that need to receive

More local support
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returning at 10.30pm, some 17 hours later.
And this got me thinking about the growing
blame culture creeping into today's society. It
is always someone else's fault. There is always

someone to blame. Look at the increasing

tlme. I was doing six days a week at several
practices, with little guidance and almost
no sense of direction. This left me sore,

Helpline
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Explore gender dif [P.rPnc"s in

'Then I remembered happiness is a choice.
I took a long 17 day holiday to Thailand so
I could revaluate my situation and when I

supervision. Definiteiy their faulti
I'm not for one minute suggesting stress
and burnout is down to an individual. Far
from it. However I do pose this question;
who should take responsibility for the mental

returned I made the necessary changesJ
Even though Anna may be at the start of
her fledgling career, perhaps her story serves
as a word ofwarning. Young professionals,
rather like their patlents in some respects,
think'it wont happen to mel Simon's
experience at university can attest to that.
'There have been times at university where
I have struggled and have seen many others
around me struggle'he said. 'For me it was

well-being of the profession?
BDA research (Table 2) suggests the
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accesstng help

' Measure strels-reduce
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lncreased research
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number of advertisements on TV featuring
lawyers who will look into a workplace injury
claim. 'Nah mate, they should not have let
me climb this 11 foot ladder without correct

exhausted and miserable.

)

J

Address financial strain

saw a social media post

dental professional with their schedule for the
day. It involved them getting up at 5am and

in regular holidays and when things are
calmer I make sure to take time outl
'I had my self-inflicted burnout about six
to eight months after qualifyingi Anna added.
'Finding my feet in the working world took
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Croup therapy - networking

to change.'

Recently
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Better insurance

Claritv around dental
treaiment on offer
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managing linancial pressure and juggling
paid work, the course and extracurricular
activities. For others, it is the first time they
had experienced failure or the first time

living away from family. They may
be issues relating to students, but
for any professional looking to
relocate, they will be rea[.
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ls hard for me to

comment fully only just
starting my career,
however I can see
how burnout is a
real possibility. This

to
other
each
supporL

is why we need
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and encourage not put

down and criticise,

as

I have already seen and
heard too olien mysel{. in

forums and on social media.
For many people social media
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Work Life Balance
help of the GDC and the BDA would go a
long way to improving support to dentlsts in
distress. But does that support come before,
after or at the expense ofhelping yourselffirst?
'In this profession you are responsible
for your own indemnity insurance, your
vaccinations, your professional conduct,

'The profession is having to work harder just to make the same as
they did a decade ago. There are more patients coming through the
doors than ever before, and with that comes the management of their
expectations, let alone managing your own diary just to see them.'

so my question is why should mental and

message is that there are support networks

physical health be any diferent?'Anna
suggested. 'We live in a society where people

and mechanisms out there. You're not alonel

like to point the finger too often, but in
reality we must all take responsibly for our
own actions and health.
'It goes back to the ability to say no.
Achieving that balance is so important.
Without it you will constantly be eating
away

at'you'timei

Simon believes the responsibility
should be shared.
A collective approach is one I believe
would assist the largest number of
professionals', he said. 'Not just the BDA, the
GDC or local occupational health teams,
but individuals and team members too.
We should all make ourselves more aware
of mental health and its role in high
pressure jobs.

A culture of support and openness will
breed better working conditions. Ofcourse
that needs to start at the top with regulators
and large corporates taking the lead and
setting the example, but we as individuals
can do more to make people feel more
attuned to their well-being and creating a
supportive environment.
'Ifyou feel like we need change then get
involved; voice your concerns to the BDA,
become a local rep, start a local study club
to support and encourage each other. The

Claire believes understanding and
preparation starts at university, but ultimately
lies within the profession.

'Universities should teach resiliencebuilding and coping skills as part ofthe
Undergraduate curriculum] she said. 'We
need to understand the options available
to us as eariy as possible, and that includes
flexible and part-time working. Ten years
ago, I was the first Consultant in my Division
to work flexibly. At first, it was met with
suspicion but now it is understood that I can
deliver components of my job outside 9-5.
As individuals we can choose how we wish
to work and there are steps we can take to

improve our mental wellbeing. The greatest
responsibility lies with the professioni
'Dentists are their own worst enemy for not

meetings'rvith a view to picking the brains
of the great and good in the room. As an ice
breaker I would ask ifthey had one piece of
advice to give a young dentist starting out in

their career, what would it be, and the second
would be which course they would advise me
to go on. I remember it wel1, because they all
said spend more time at home and dont miss
out on your family and friends. No one said
do more dentistry.'

It is perhaps that final sentiment of Ben's
that is at odds with the 1ay of the dental land.
The profession is having to work harder just to
make the sarne

as

they did a decade ago. There

are more patients coming through the doors

than ever before, and with that comes the
management of their expectations, Iet alone
managing your own diary just to see them.
There are more associates now than ever
before, and that presents its own set

of

Will

iooking after financial and mental well-beingl

challenges for that homogenous group.

Ben suggested.'The fagade on social media

they find r,vork? Will their UDA value be low?
Do they need to be more qualified than the
next applicant? Will they ever orvn a practice?
These arent necessarily challenges mentors or

diferent to the reality. It might sound
blunt, but by taking greater responsibility
for your own mental heaith, other things
will fall into place. The BDA, the GDC and
occupational health teams are there for when
your own systems and coping mechanisms
dont work, but viewing them as the first port
is very

of cail wouldnt be what I would advise.

'When I was involved with the Young
BDA council, I would attend a number of the

senior colleagues faced when they graduated,
so are they in a position to offer the best
advice? Al1 pressing issues, each as serious

and impactful on individuais as the last.

In reality, the truth ofgetting your worklife balance right lies somewhere in the grey
area. Ultimately the responsibility lies on
your shoulders to make decisions that benefit
you, although sometimes those decisions may
be made for differing reasons than mental
health and well-being. Which is wh), we will
continue to highlight that elephant in the
room. It is why we will continue to encourage
people to come forward and seek help if they
havent quite got their own balance dght. Like
a flickering candle, only you can decide when
it's time to put out burnout. o
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