
Recognising abuse: the
role of the dental team

Professor Tim Newton opened the morning

session with a presentation titled ‘Managing

abuse’. He cited the Department of Health’s

definition of abuse as “the violation of human

and civil rights by another”. Both children

and adults can be vulnerable, and abuse

may not just be limited to physical harm – it

extends to emotional, financial and sexual

abuse, and even general neglect. Lest any

dental professional might think they are

unlikely to come across such examples of

abuse in the course of their career, the star-

tling figures of over 31,000 children already

on the at-risk register and at least two

women per week who actually die at the

hands of abuse in the UK, are a salutary

reminder of the widespread nature of this

disease within our society.

The main theme of the session was the

valuable contribution that dental care pro-

fessionals (DCPs) can make to the wider

community in recognising abuse and how it

might present in a patient through unusual

behaviour, indications of self-harm, incon-

sistency of injuries or differing accounts of

the same event, by, say, a parent and child.

Professor Newton identified the role of the

dental practitioner in assessing the risk, and

emphasized the need to listen very carefully

to the patient and seek further clarification

where abuse is suspected. Any further in-

vestigation should, however, be referred to

the social services, and the mechanism for

doing so was explained.

Professor Newton also stressed the im-

portance of having an effective process for

recognising and dealing with any indications

of abuse, which is clearly understood by all

staff. Systems should be in place to ensure

the maintenance of robust, comprehensive

and contemporaneous records of any such

interactions with patients, with precise

details of what was said and when.

For further information, dental profes-

sionals might like to refer to Professor

Newton’s book on the subject, ‘The man-

agement of abuse: A resource manual for

the dental team’1.

Handling violent patients

In his talk, Dr Peter Frost continued with a

similar theme of abuse, but in respect of

verbal abuse directed at the dental team

itself. He discussed a couple of real life in-

cidents from his own practice and described

how the team has developed strategies to

cope with such events in future. Dr Frost

suggested that an appropriate strategy

should be specific to a practice based on

its own experiences and should include an

assessment of any potential risks. This may

even mean patients having to ring a bell to

gain entry, as in Dr Frost’s own practice.

Like Professor Newton, Dr Frost also

stressed the importance of having policies

and procedures in place. Any practice policy

on violence and aggression should be in

writing and all staff should be familiar and

compliant with it, including contacting the

police in the event of actual or threatened

violence. A clear notice should be displayed

in the waiting room and in each surgery
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informing patients of the practice policy and

the potential consequences of unacceptable

behaviour. Detailed records of any incidents

should be kept and an incident report form

should be completed that includes:

¥ a full account of what actually happened

¥ the type of abuse involved

¥ anything that was said

¥ any actions taken, e.g. removal of the

individual from the premises, and

¥ details of any witnesses to the event.

This will provide useful evidence should

the patient be de-registered or if, for

instance, an ASBO is subsequently re-

quested by the police. Dr Frost also

suggested that the audience read BDA

leaflets D14, ÔViolence at WorkÕ2 and

D16, ÔTackling Harassment by PatientsÕ3,

for further information and advice on

the subject.

The role of the dental
team in forensic 
dentistry

Dr Freddie Martin completed the morning

presentations by giving a fascinating insight

into the world of forensic ondontology. He

illustrated some of the situations he had

encountered in his vast and wide ranging

experience over many years, working closely

with both the police force and other author-

ities on often high profile cases which have

made national headlines.

Dr Martin illustrated just how important

dental evidence can be to post mortem find-

ings. Each patient has a unique set of data

and the quality of information that dental

professionals record on patientsÕ mouths can

often provide vital evidence that might be

central to the identification of the either the

perpetrator or the victim. He said that, quite

often, such records are not as helpful as they

could be. This is clearly another area where

the dental team can play a wider role within

society, simply by ensuring that detailed

charting and patient records remain up to

date and are properly logged, ideally using

a computerised system.

It was emphasised that dental profes-

sionals need to be acutely aware of the signs

of abuse that could present themselves at

any time, anywhere. The actions taken as a

result might just be instrumental in saving

someoneÕs life Ð and there can be little that

is more heroic than that!

Dr Martin gave the audience examples of

some of the physical signs to look out for:

¥ how teeth can be used as weapons

¥ different types of restraint injuries

¥ evidence of scalding

¥ burns and indications of blows to the

mouth, and

¥ the various stages of neglect, particularly

in relation to children.

Recognition and 
responsibility for DCPs

The afternoon session began with Dr Bryan

Harvey from the Dental Defence Union

sharing his views with the audience on

ÔProfessionalism for Dental Care Profes-

sionalsÕ. He discussed how the increased

level of professional recognition that comes

with statutory registration also imposes an

increased level of responsibility and account-

ability on those involved.

He illustrated this by describing how, cur-

rently, a dental nurse who regularly witness-

es residual caries being left in patientsÕ teeth

may not have any external responsibility

to take action. From July 2006 onwards,

there will be an imposed duty to raise

concerns. This relates not only to any

aspect of the clinical environment, but

also to the health of colleagues, if this

is likely to impair the quality of patient

care. Dr Harvey summed up the degree

to which the level of responsibility and

accountability applies with the phrase,

ÒDoing what is right when nobody is

watching.Ó 

DCPs need to be familiar with the

GDCÕs ÔStandards for Dental Profession-

alsÕ4 and are duty bound to apply the six

major Ôprinciples of practiceÕ from this

guidance to their work (see January 2006

issue of Team in Practice). The underlying

message is that DCPs should maintain

professionalism both inside and outside the

workplace, similar to teachers, solicitors and

other professionals within society. Statutory

registration may also have other consequen-

ces for DCPs, including the need for to

take out their own professional indemnity.

Dr Harvey concluded his talk by offering

support and advice through the DDU for any

DCP who might have concerns, or be in any

doubt about their own position in the future.

Being a hero

The last speaker of the day was Gary Edgar

from ConfiDENTally, who provides a busi-

ness consultancy and coaching service to the

dental profession. Gary began by focussing

on what being Ôa heroÕ might actually mean.

The role is clearly voluntary, but he passion-

ately believes everyone has the potential

to become one. This is particularly so for

6

Gary Edgar spoke about making a successful 
practice and a happy team.


