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Management of Anxiety in Dental Patients: 
Practices Used by Dentists
Manejo da Ansiedade em Pacientes Odontológicos: Práticas Utilizadas por Cirurgiões-Dentistas
Manejo de la Ansiedad en Pacientes Dentales: Prácticas Utilizadas por los Dentistas 

RESUMO
Objetivo: Analisar os métodos utilizados por cirurgiões-dentistas para o manejo da ansiedade em pa-
cientes odontológicos, por meio de revisão integrativa da literatura. Método: Foram incluídos dezessete 
artigos publicados entre 2019 e 2024, selecionados nas bases SciELO, Biblioteca Virtual em Saúde e 
Google Acadêmico, conforme critérios pré-estabelecidos. Resultado: As estratégias identificadas divi-
dem-se em métodos farmacológicos, não farmacológicos e mistos. Técnicas não farmacológicas apre-
sentaram boa aceitação, fácil aplicação e baixo custo, sendo eficazes em casos leves e moderados. 
Métodos farmacológicos mostraram-se essenciais em quadros severos, exigindo preparo técnico e in-
fraestrutura adequada. Estratégias combinadas favoreceram atendimento mais humanizado e eficaz. 
Conclusão: O manejo adequado da ansiedade requer identificação do nível de ansiedade do paciente e 
adoção das intervenções mais apropriadas, contribuindo para o sucesso terapêutico e para o bem-estar 
do paciente.
DESCRITORES: Ansiedade; Tratamento Odontológico; Controle da Ansiedade.

ABSTRACT
Objective: To analyze the methods used by dental surgeons to manage anxiety in dental patients throu-
gh an integrative literature review. Method: Seventeen articles published between 2019 and 2024 were 
included, selected from SciELO, Virtual Health Library and Google Scholar databases according to pre-
-established criteria. Result: The identified strategies are divided into pharmacological, non-pharmaco-
logical and mixed methods. Non-pharmacological techniques showed good acceptance, easy application 
and low cost, being effective in mild and moderate cases. Pharmacological methods proved essential in 
severe cases, requiring technical preparation and adequate infrastructure. Combined strategies promo-
ted more humanized and effective care. Conclusion: Proper anxiety management requires identifying 
the patient’s anxiety level and adopting the most appropriate interventions, contributing to treatment 
success and patient well-being.
DESCRIPTORS: Anxiety; Dental Treatment; Anxiety Control.

RESUMEN
Objetivo: Analizar los métodos utilizados por cirujanos dentistas para el manejo de la ansiedad en pa-
cientes odontológicos mediante revisión integrativa de la literatura. Método: Se incluyeron diecisiete 
artículos publicados entre 2019 y 2024, seleccionados en SciELO, Biblioteca Virtual en Salud y Google 
Académico, según criterios preestablecidos. Resultado: Las estrategias identificadas se dividen en mé-
todos farmacológicos, no farmacológicos y mixtos. Las técnicas no farmacológicas mostraron buena 
aceptación, fácil aplicación y bajo costo, siendo efectivas en casos leves y moderados. Los métodos 
farmacológicos resultaron esenciales en casos graves, requiriendo preparación técnica e infraestructura 
adecuada. Las estrategias combinadas favorecieron una atención más humanizada y eficaz. Conclusión: 
El manejo adecuado de la ansiedad requiere identificar el nivel de ansiedad del paciente y adoptar las 
intervenciones más apropiadas, contribuyendo al éxito del tratamiento y al bienestar del paciente.
DESCRIPTORES: Ansiedad; Tratamiento Odontológico; Control de la Ansiedad.
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INTRODUCTION

Fear is a primary and instinctive emo-
tion essential for human survival, char-
acterized by physiological reactions to 
threats, such as increased heart rate and 
the release of adrenaline. However, it 
can arise even in the absence of real risks, 
resulting in emotional problems such as 
phobias—intense and irrational fears of 
specific situations or objects (1,2) .

Anxiety, which is closely related to 
fear, refers to a state of apprehension in 
the face of stressful or uncertain situa-
tions. At moderate levels, it can be benefi-
cial, but when it is intense and persistent, 
it compromises quality of life and may 
constitute a psychological disorder. En-
vironmental and psychological factors, 
such as stress, trauma, and significant life 
changes, are among the main triggers of 
anxiety

(2) . Treatment for anxiety general-
ly combines psychotherapy—especially 
cognitive-behavioral therapy—with re-
laxation techniques, meditation, physical 
exercise, a balanced diet, and adequate 
sleep (3) .

In a dental context, fear of dental 
care is a common cause of anxiety and 
may result from previous negative ex-
periences, family influences, the media, 
or sensory stimuli, such as the sound of 
dental instruments. This fear affects the 
relationship between patient and dentist 
and may, for example, compromise the 
effectiveness of anesthesia due to reduced 
pain tolerance during states of high anx-
iety (4).

During dental appointments, it is 
possible to identify certain signs of anx-
iety in patients, including restlessness, 

paleness, excessive sweating, tingling, hy-
perventilation, crying, tachycardia, and 
gastrointestinal disturbances. In severe 
episodes of anxiety, patients experience 
intense feelings of apprehension and ner-
vousness, which activate the autonomic 
nervous system and can lead to irrational 
behavior, hindering care and compromis-
ing the effectiveness of treatment. There-
fore, it is essential that the dentist adopt 
anxiety-management strategies, which 
may include pharmacological methods 
such as benzodiazepines, conscious se-
dation, or even general anesthesia (in 
more severe cases), as well as non-phar-
macological approaches, such as iatro-
genic sedation, hypnosis, cognitive-be-
havioral therapy, aromatherapy, and 
also combined techniques that integrate 
behavioral, sensory, pharmacological, or 
non-pharmacological methods (5).

Therefore, this study aims to analyze 
the methods used by dental surgeons to 
reduce anxiety and fear associated with 
dental treatment, with the goal of pro-
moting more humane and effective care.

METHODOLOGY

This study is an integrative literature 
review, a type of study designed to sys-
tematically and comprehensively gath-
er, synthesize, and critically analyze the 
findings of previously published research 
on a specific topic. To conduct this study, 
we followed the six fundamental steps 
that structure this type of review: (1) for-
mulation of the guiding research ques-
tion; (2) identification and selection of 
relevant literature; (3) extraction of rel-
evant data; (4) critical evaluation of the 
included studies;

(5) interpretation and discussion of 
the results obtained; (6) final presenta-
tion of the integrative review.

Searches were conducted in the fol-
lowing databases: SciELO (Scientific 
Electronic Library Online), the Virtu-
al Health Library (VHL), and Google 
Scholar. The search terms were combined 
within each database using the Boolean 
operators AND and OR, which allowed 
for the strategic cross-referencing of 
terms to broaden and refine the search 
results, as shown in Table 1.

Search Strategy Boolean Operators and Descriptors

Virtual Health Library 
(VHL)

(dental treatment anxiety) AND (year_cluster:[2019 TO 
2024]) dental treatment anxiety AND la: (“en” OR “pt”) AND 

(year_cluster:[2019 TO 2024]); dental treatment anxiety AND 
fulltext(FULL TEXT) AND mj:(“Dental Anxiety”) AND la (“en” OR 

“pt”) AND (year_cluster:[2019 TO 2024]);

SciELO (Scientific 
Electronic Library Online)

(dental treatment) AND (anxiety); (dental treatment) AND 
(anxiety) AND (year_cluster:[2019 TO 2024]) Google Scholar

Table 1 – Combination of search terms with Boolean operators

Source: Prepared by the author, 2025
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The inclusion criteria adopted 
for this integrative review were: ar-
ticles available free of charge in full; 
full-text articles; studies whose ap-
proaches were compatible with the 
proposed topic; publications written 
in Portuguese or English; and works 
published between 2019 and 2024. 
Conversely, the exclusion criteria in-
cluded: publications prior to 2019; 
incomplete texts; titles unrelated to 
the topic in question; overlapping ap-
proaches among the selected studies; 
and abstracts that did not demon-
strate compatibility with the research 

objective.
The initial search yielded a total of 

1,258 articles, distributed as follows: 
699 in the Virtual Health Library 
(VHL), 27 in the SciELO database, 
and 532 on Google Scholar. After ap-
plying the exclusion criteria, 24 arti-
cles were eliminated because they fell 
outside the established time frame; 46 
because they were not in the selected 
languages; and 644 because they were 
incomplete. Articles that did not con-
tain sufficient information for the im-
mediate application of the exclusion 
criteria were forwarded to the next 

phase of analysis.
In the first screening stage, 544 ar-

ticles were selected for title review, of 
which 132 were deemed suitable to 
advance to the next stage. In the sec-
ond stage, the abstracts were reviewed, 
resulting in the selection of 62 studies 
for the third and final stage, which 
consisted of reading the full texts. 
At the end of this process, 17 articles 
were included in the review. This en-
tire selection process is illustrated in 
Figure 1. PRISMA Flowchart.

Figure 1 – Research method used

Source: Prepared by the author, 2025
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RESULTS

Seventeen articles were included in 
the results, selected using the inclu-
sion and exclusion criteria presented 

in the methodology. The studies ad-
dress pharmacological, non-pharma-
cological, and mixed strategies for 
managing anxiety in dental settings. 
Table 1 presents a summary of the 

articles included in this review, de-
tailing the authors, the main method 
used, the type of technique, the meth-
odological design, and the main con-
clusions.

Author Main Method Type Methodology Conclusion

Almeida et al. (2022) Audiovisual distraction Non-
pharmacological

Clinical trial with 48 children (6-10 
years old) at UFPEL in various 

procedures.

Audiovisual distractions were 
effective in managing pain, 

behavior, and anxiety.

Abdulhameed et al. 
(2024)

Music and informative 
videos

Non-
pharmacological

Clinical trial with 90 patients 
undergoing root canal treatment. Three 

groups: music, video, and control.

Music reduced anxiety more than 
video or control.

Quek et al. (2022) Audiovisual distraction Non-
pharmacological

Systematic review based on the 
Joanna Briggs Institute.

Audiovisual techniques are 
effective in children and 

adolescents.

Salehabadi et al. 
(2024) Binaural beat music Non-

pharmacological
Clinical trial with 80 patients 

undergoing wisdom tooth surgery.
Binaural beats significantly 
reduced anxiety and pain.

Aravena et al. (2020) Music (frequencies) Non-
pharmacological

Clinical trial with 42 patients 
undergoing tooth extractions.

Music at 432 Hz reduced anxiety 
and salivary cortisol more than 

440 Hz or absence of music.

Lins et al. (2023) Aromatherapy Non-
pharmacological

Systematic review in major 
databases (PRISMA).

Aromatherapy is safe and 
effective in tooth extractions.

D’Arc et al. (2024) Essential oils Non-
pharmacological

Integrative review (2019–2024) 
in LILACS, PubMed, and 

ScienceDirect.

Essential oils were effective in 
reducing dental anxiety.

Peruchini et al. (2024) Auriculotherapy Non-
pharmacological

Clinical trial with patients 
undergoing third molar extraction.

Auriculotherapy reduced 
postoperative pain and anxiety.

Monte et al. (2020) Communication Non-
pharmacological

Cross-sectional study with 
questionnaires administered to 

100 dentists.

Most use conversation and 
reassurance, without routine use 

of anxiolytics.

Levi et al. (2022) Diaphragmatic breathing Non-
pharmacological

Clinical study with children 
undergoing pediatric dental 

treatment.

Technique reduced distress and 
consultation time.

Mascarenhas (2022) Conscious sedation Pharmacological Broad literature review focusing 
on sedation and GABA-A.

Sedation is effective with the 
need for proper technical care.

Correia (2024) Benzodiazepines Pharmacological Literature review across multiple 
databases and sources.

Sedation contributes to more 
comfortable and effective care.

Steenen et al. (2024) Hypnosis and 
benzodiazepines Pharmacological Systematic review with registered 

PRISMA protocol.
Hypnosis and benzodiazepines are 

effective in controlling anxiety.

Sena et al. (2024) Aromatherapy, music, 
hypnosis, distractions Mixed Review of 42 articles (PubMed and 

Google Scholar).

Complementary techniques 
proved effective in reducing pain 

and anxiety.

Kong et al. (2024) Music and hypnosis (in 
children) Mixed Systematic review in multiple 

databases up to August 2024.
Music recommended for anxiety; 
hypnosis for heart rate control.

Lal et al. (2024) Iatrosedation and music Mixed Clinical trial with 60 adults divided 
into 3 groups

Iatrosedation had better results 
than music or control.

Gomes, Stabile & 
Ximenes (2020)

Pharmacological and 
non-pharmacological 

techniques
Mixed Integrative review in VHL, LILACS, 

Google Scholar.

Emphasis on the importance of 
professional-patient trust for 

better anxiety control.

Table 1 – Summary of articles included in the integrative review

Source: Prepared by the author, 2025
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DISCUSSION

Dental anxiety is a common condi-
tion characterized by intense fear and 
unease regarding dental procedures, 
even the simplest ones. This anxiety 
not only negatively affects oral health 
by preventing people from seeking 
dental care—which can further aggra-
vate existing clinical conditions—but 
also impacts psychological health, as 
individuals suffering from high levels 
of dental anxiety may exhibit physical 
symptoms such as excessive sweating, 
palpitations, and, in more severe cas-
es, panic syndrome (6) . The studies 
analyzed in this integrative review 
demonstrate a variety of strategies 
for managing dental anxiety, covering 
different age groups, including both 
adults and children. These strategies 
include pharmacological, non-phar-
macological, or combined interven-
tions.

Nonpharmacological methods of-
fer a variety of approaches with prov-
en effectiveness. Methods that use 
visual and auditory distraction, such 
as videos, animations, and music, have 
been shown to be effective in reduc-
ing anxiety (7,8) . For example, music 
therapy has proven to be an effective 
therapeutic tool for regulating the 
emotional state of anxious patients 
during dental appointments. This 
approach demonstrates the ability to 
reduce signs of stress, such as salivary 
cortisol levels, as music has the capac-
ity to elicit emotional and positive 
responses in the face of dental phobia 
(9) .

Aromatherapy has gained popular-
ity due to its non-invasive nature and 
its applicability in various clinical 
contexts, such as tooth extractions. 
The use of essential oils in aroma-
therapy does not cause psychological 
dependence nor does it compromise 
the patient’s autonomy (10,11) . In addi-
tion, simple behavioral control tech-
niques—such as empathetic commu-
nication, a welcoming approach, and 

diaphragmatic breathing—are highly 
valued by dental surgeons. This is be-
cause they are easy to apply, low-cost, 
and effective in promoting relaxation 
during dental treatment (12,13) .

Pharmacological techniques, such 
as conscious sedation with benzodi-
azepines and nitrous oxide (N₂O), are 
particularly indicated in cases of se-
vere dental anxiety. Benzodiazepines 
act on the central nervous system by 
enhancing the action of gamma-ami-
nobutyric acid (GABA), which is the 
primary inhibitory neurotransmitter, 
producing anxiolytic, sedative, and 
muscle-relaxing effects, thereby pro-
moting patient cooperation and facil-
itating dental treatments. Among the 
most commonly used drugs are diaze-
pam and midazolam (14) .

Sedation with nitrous oxide (N₂O) 
is a safe and widely used option, espe-
cially for children and patients with 
special needs, because it helps reduce 
anxiety and promotes a state of relax-
ation. However, it is important for 
the dentist to have specific training 
from the Federal Council of Dentistry 
(CFO) to use this technique. N₂O is 
a colorless, non-irritating gas that acts 
gently on the cerebral cortex, promot-
ing relaxation without compromising 
natural reflexes or breathing. When 
combined with oxygen or other sed-
ative agents, it can provide varying 
levels of sedation, ranging from mild 
relaxation to general anesthesia

(15) . Despite its proven effective-
ness, some professionals are still re-
luctant to use this technique. This is 
due to the need for adequate techni-
cal knowledge, a safe environment, 
and a careful assessment of the pa-
tient’s medical history (12) .

There is also a growing appreci-
ation for blended strategies, which 
integrate different methods—such as 
behavioral, sensory, and pharmaco-
logical approaches—thereby helping 
to create a more humanized and pa-
tient-centered care experience. One 
example is the combination of music 

therapy and/or aromatherapy with 
behavioral control techniques, such 
as the “tell-show-do” approach, relax-
ation breathing exercises, and positive 
reinforcement. The combination of 
these approaches has demonstrated 
significant benefits and helped many 
people feel more at ease during dental 
treatments (6) .

Although nonpharmacological 
methods, such as music therapy, aro-
matherapy, and behavioral control 
techniques, are less effective than 
pharmacological methods, they have 
gained prominence due to their sim-
plicity, low cost, and high patient 
acceptance. In contrast, pharmacolog-
ical methods remain indispensable for 
managing severe cases, although they 
require adequate infrastructure and 
specific training on the part of den-
tists.

The integration of combined strat-
egies—which incorporate behav-
ioral, sensory, and pharmacological 
interventions, when necessary—rep-
resents a promising alternative. This 
approach promotes more patient-cen-
tered care that is aligned with pa-
tients’ emotional and clinical needs. 
It is essential that dental surgeons be 
prepared to identify their patients’ 
anxiety levels and, based on this as-
sessment, choose the best strategies 
for managing dental phobia. These 
approaches not only make treatment 
more effective and preserve oral 
health but also ensure comfort and 
safety and help build a relationship 
of trust between the professional and 
the patient.

CONCLUSION

Therefore, dental anxiety poses 
a major challenge to the promotion 
of oral health, as it directly affects 
treatment and patients’ well-being. 
This integrative review demonstrates 
the existence of a variety of effective 
strategies for managing anxiety in the 
dental setting. However, it is essential 
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that dental professionals be trained 
to identify levels of anxiety and se-
lect, on an individualized basis, the 
most appropriate strategies for each 
case, thereby promoting not only oral 

health but also patients’ comfort and 
confidence during treatment.

It is important to note that, despite 
the progress made and the proven ef-
fectiveness of various approaches, it is 

still essential that further studies be 
conducted in this area. This will help 
deepen our understanding and devel-
op protocols to manage dental anxi-
ety even more effectively.
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