
A team meeting

Bill thought long and hard about how he could best
explain the proposed changes to his staff without alien-
ating them. At the team meeting, he began by noting
that most products nowadays come with instructions
on the label as to their properties or use, though they’re
often overlooked.

“Many of us tend to ignore the lengthy instruction
booklets that come with our latest gadgets in the home,
or can’t be bothered to scrutinise food labels for ingre-
dient lists and calorie numbers”, he said. “But we simply
cannot afford to ignore labels and instructions in a
dental laboratory.” He went on to explain that such a
lack of attention to detail in the lab can be anything
from irritating to dangerous. He stressed that regardless

2

A Right Mix-up!
Michael Watson

Michael Watson, General Dental Practitioner, on behalf of the British Dental Trade Association

The scenario
Ken Williams, one of the crown and bridge technicians at

the Perry Street Dental Laboratory, was mixing up some

new investment material that had never been used in

the laboratory before. Bill Gray, the laboratory owner,

had told Ken that he was really

impressed with the new material

as he’d found that it gave a more

accurate fit for crowns. Ken had

taken this recommendation at

face value and mixed the material

in the same way as he mixed the

investment material that he usu-

ally used – a big mistake, because

a correct mix is crucial if there

is not to be too much expansion

when the material sets. The mixing instructions for the

material were printed on the packaging, but Ken was

under significant work pressure and had skipped reading

them to save time.

The crowns made using the new investment material

were duly dispatched to a number of dental practices, but

it was another two days before Ken realised that there

was a problem. Bill came to speak to him at his bench with

the news that Marlene de Bruin, a practice manager from

one of the practices who used the laboratory, had just

called to say that one of the practice’s dentists had tried

to fit two crowns and found that neither fitted properly.

Further practices called the laboratory that day with

the same problem. By the time that Ken and Bill had

traced the problem back to the incorrect mixing of

the investment material, it was

clear that there would be several

crowns to remake with conse-

quent losses, both financial and in

terms of customer confidence.

Cross, but culpable

Bill was furious, but realised that

he had to make the best of the

situation and limit the potential

damage to the good name of

the laboratory. He decided that he had to:

• rapidly contact all the dentists who had received

crowns since the new material was first used to inform

them of the mistake and offer free replacements

• develop a protocol for training before the introduction

of any new materials and methods in the future.

Bill also realised that he was as much to blame as Ken – he

knew that it was no good introducing new materials and

simply assuming that the technicians would know how to

use them.

The importance of reading instructions and of good communication between dental practice and laboratory
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of the routine at home, a rigorous approach must be
adopted in the laboratory, where there should also be
training systems in place that make the possibility of
mistakes less likely. He added, ÒItÕs not good enough to
blame individual technicians or trainees for not reading
instructions.Ó

New material means new instructions

Bill told the team how, when he was an apprentice,
laboratory materials meant plaster of Paris, wax and
acrylic, with casting mater ials, precious metal and
porcelain powders for crown and bridge work. ÒThe
materials we used were the same year after year back
thenÓ, he said. ÒOnce the techniques for handling them
had been mastered, the processes were fairly routine,
but for the odd mistake.Ó

Laboratories nowadays see new materials coming
onto the market all the time. At busy times, in partic-
ular, itÕs all too easy to assume that a new product can
be handled in the same way as the material that the
technician is familiar with. Mistakes can be expensive Ð
as Bill and his team found out Ð and can damage
the relationship between the laboratory and the dental
practice. The consequences of not reading instructions
could potentially cause most problems in a ceramics
department, where a number of different porcelain
brands may be handled, all with varied firing tempera-
tures. The casting temperatures of various alloys are also
critical since overheating will burn out certain elements
and may render the alloy unable to bond to porcelain.

It pays to be informed
Reducing the risk of mistakes relies on good training
and tight procedures. Whenever a new material is in-
troduced, itÕs important that the technician at the bench
has a clear understanding of its properties and how to
use it. This may seem rather like a chore, but it will
save time later when there is a dentist demanding
high-quality work, immediately. It is common practice
in some laboratories to invite the supplier to give a
demonstration of any new equipment to those who
will use it. This forms part of the technicianÕs contin-
uing professional development, to which all registered
technicians must subscr ibe and show that they are
taking part in.

It is also vital for anyone working in a laboratory
to understand the need for sterilising impressions and
any prosthetic and orthodontic appliances that have
been in a patientÕs mouth. All staff should be aware of
the threats associated with hepatitis B virus infection
and the possibility for
transmission of the virus
through any blood and
saliva on impressions.
The responsibil i ty for
ensur ing impressions
and appliances have been
cleaned and disinfected
prior to dispatch to the
laboratory l ies solely
with the dental practice,
and impressions should be labelled as ÔdisinfectedÕ before
being sent. Technicians should, however, be familiar with
the procedures for carrying out these infection control
procedures.

ItÕs good to talk

Good communication between the dental practice and
the laboratory is essential. There are many potential
areas of misunderstanding between the two, and den-
tists have sometimes been criticised for not making
their wishes clear. Old jokes about the illegibility of
a doctorÕs or dentistÕs handwriting can wear thin for
technicians, who may also find paper instructions
frequently included in the same part of a polythene bag
as alginate impressions, leaving the inked instructions
unreadable.


