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The fight, flight or 
freeze response 

of fearful patients 
can be helped 
with cognitive 

hypnotherapy. Kirsty 
Hanly explains how    

A fear of going to the dentist, or dentaphobia, affects 
as much as 12% of the population in the UK and  
 according to the British Dental Association, as 

many as 25% of people suffer some sort of anxiety before 
going to see their dental health professional. In short, this is 
a problem that you may be encountering in your patients, in 
one way or another, on pretty much a daily basis. 

For pretty much every procedure that it’s possible 
to undergo, you could uncover a fear of it. Some of the 
most common fears, however, are the fear of the dentist 
themselves, a fear of needles, a fear of numbness they might 
experience, fear of pain, a far of the drill, fear of choking 
and, for some, a very real fear of the fear or panic attack that 
might occur in the dentists chair.  
   For others, there might be a more low-level generalised 
anxiety just strong enough to make them think twice about 
seeking treatment, frequently creating long-term health 
issues in those for whom this is the most problematic.

Good news
The good news is there’s much that can be done and often 
much easier than a patient might imagine. As a cognitive 
hypnotherapist, I see many people in my practice who have 
these kinds of fears, and often in just a few sessions they are 
able to feel so much more positive about their visit to the 
dentist or hygienist – many letting go of their fear  
or phobia completely.

Recent research shows that our unconscious mind 
controls 90%-plus of what we do. If a person experiences a 
phobic or anxious reaction to a stimulus, it is simply their 
unconscious making a connection between the situation 
they are in and something it perceives to be unsafe. Often 
people feel embarrassed that they experience this fear, but 

you can reassure them it is very common and that, if their 
conscious mind only gets a 10% say in things, even the most 
intelligent person wouldn’t be able to easily fix this problem 
by themselves.

If you’re afraid of something, the most common reaction 
is to stay away from it. For a fear of public speaking, this is 
relatively easy to do. However, for a health-related fear, this 
can have serious implications. You’ve maybe seen examples 
where a patient has been so afraid to visit the dentist they 
have severe problems that could have been prevented with 
regular check-ups. The thought that they now might need 
more involved treatment might even exacerbate the fear 
until the problem becomes something they can no  
longer live with. 

Quest Institute-trained cognitive hypnotherapists tailor 
treatment specifically to the individual, which makes it a 
fast, effective treatment for fears and phobias. We don’t use 
set scripts but use the client’s own language to effect change 
using a technique called WordWeaving. This, alongside 
techniques taken from NLP, hypnotherapy and positive 
psychology go into creating a package which often in only a 
few sessions allows people to let go of their fear or  
phobia and to relax about dental visits – enabling them to 
get the treatment they need and to experience having really 
good oral health.

Unconscious drivers
As well as one-to-one treatment with a cognitive 
hypnotherapist to clear any unconscious drivers for the fear, 
there is much that you can do to help to reassure and relax 
a nervous or anxious patient. 7/11 breathing is a very useful 
technique that takes only seconds to explain and is easy to 
learn [see box on the opposite page].

‘The great thing 
is that people 
cannot feel 

stressed and relaxed 
at the same time 
so, if we counteract 
those symptoms,  
the mind gets 
confused and  
we experience 
less fear

‘

DH&T12 June 2013                      Check out our website: dentalhygienetherapy.co.uk

Kirsty Hanly has cognitive 

hypnotherapy practices in London’s 

Harley Street and Crouch End. If 

you are interested in learning more 

about how you can use the tools 

of cognitive hypnotherapy to help 

anxious patients in your practice, 

contact Kirsty to register your interest in forthcoming 

workshops. For talks or workshops in your place of work

Website www.kirstyhanly.co.uk 

Email info@kirstyhanly.co.uk

Phone 07768 418 359

The big ISSUe

When we get stressed or anxious we experience very 
specific physiological symptoms created by our unconscious 
minds – all part of the fight, flight or freeze response 
that is designed to quickly get us out of the way of a 
perceived threat. In days gone by, the sabre-toothed tiger 
perhaps, today, maybe a dental drill or needle. You might 
have noticed some of your patients experiencing these 
symptoms. They include increased heart-rate and over 
breathing as we take in more oxygen than usual to prepare 
our bodies for action, tingling in legs and arms as our 
bodies are mentally preparing to run and pinpointed vision 
– so we keep visually alert of the threat. 

Now, consciously we can know that a dental chair 
is nothing like a sabre toothed tiger, but the job of the 
unconscious mind is to protect us and that’s what it will be 
trying to do in your patients who are experiencing these 
symptoms. The great thing is that people can’t feel stressed 
and relaxed at the same time so, if we counteract those 
symptoms, the mind gets confused and we experience  
less fear. The most important message to get across to your 
anxious patients is that there really is lots that can be done 
to change their experience, to give them back the feeling of 
control and to allow them to experience good oral health 
once again.  DH&T
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Allows the body to expel the excess oxygen 
and slow the heart rate down to a relaxed pace 
enabling patients to feel calm and in control of 
their experience

The patient can either keep their eyes open 
or closed depending on what they find most 
comfortable. If they’d like to keep their eyes open, 
get them to go into peripheral vision – when the 
eyesight becomes slightly blurred and widened 
as they’re not focusing on any particular point in 
front of them

Ask them to breathe in for seven counts, taking 
the air right down into the diaphragm so it pushes 
out the stomach slightly

Then breathe out for 11 counts, expelling all the 
air from the lungs

Repeat several times and notice the stillness that 
that creates in the body and in the mind as the 
heart rate slows down to a more relaxing pace 

You can slow down the pace of your voice 
slightly, too. This will help to grow that sense of 
increased relaxation and deepen their experience

7/11 breathing
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