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• The clean scent of the dental surgery can trigger stressful memories in 
patients who have had negative dental experiences. However, these non-
verbal cues reassure the patient that proper sterilization and cleanliness 
procedures are being implemented.

• It has recently been shown that patient trust and attitudes are influenced by 
infection control activity. Smells can be relied on to trust that these procedures 
are taking place.

• Mindfulness of odours may help strengthen the dentist-patient relationship and 
diminish dental fear and anxiety.

• Future research should be aimed at odours specific to the dental environment, 
and how they elicit a stress response. This insight has become particularly 
relevant with the onset of a pandemic, resulting in heightened awareness and 
scrutinization of hygiene.

An undergraduate research project focused on investigating odours in the 
dental environment and their influence on trust and dental fear.

Dental fear is a highly prevalent, multifactorial response which 
affects all ages, negatively impacting dental health and pain. 1

Patient-Dentist Trust can reduce dental fear and improve oral 
health and overall quality of lie.2

Males
• 36 participants
• Negative correlation between dental fear (DFA) and odour 

sensitivity (OAS (p = 0.01) and AIO (p = 0.03)

Waiting room odours should be 
neutral or fresh

Participant B: “…I would definitely 
go back [to a nice smelling practice] 
before I run to change somewhere 

else… and it would obviously 
contribute to the whole positive 

experience”.

Odour can influence interpersonal trust and decrease 
patient anxiety.3-4

Ambient odour interventions can offer clinicians a simple, non-invasive 
and cost-effective way of increasing trust and reducing dental fear.

A dental surgery’s odour reflects it’s 
cleanliness, 

Participant C “[the sterile smell brings 
feelings that] the hygiene around me is 

good”.
Deviation from a fresh and clean odour to 
pleasant and ambient, evoked suspicion 

and distrust. 
Participant B “…when you change what 
they are expecting, it throws [the patient] 

off”.
Participant  A “if the hospital smelled like 

roses, like it’s just wrong. It shouldn’t be that 
way…So I’m smelling what I shouldn’t be 

smelling and that would definitely make me 
more anxious”.

Females
• 62 participants
• High general anxiety (GAD-7) was associated with high 

dental fear (DFA) (p = 0.002) 
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Questionnaire 85-item questionnaire based on three odour sensitivity 
scales (BODS, OAS, AIO), the Dental Fear and Anxiety 
(DFA) Scale, and a General Anxiety Scale (GAD-7).

Focus Group Four out of five randomly selected questionnaire participants 
attended a focus group.
A topic guide was developed from responses to the 
questionnaire which required further exploration.  

Quantitative 
Analysis

Microsoft Excel for Mac v.16 and Statistical Package for Social 
Sciences v.26 (SPSS).

Scores per scale were tested for normality, and Pearson's 
correlations tests were used to determine statistical 
significance.

Qualitative 
Analysis

Thematic content was derived through deductive category 
development of the transcribed focus group.
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