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Whats dental anxiety? 

Dental anxiety is a common condition that can lead to avoidance of dental 

care and negatively impact oral health and quality of life. This article 

explores the neural mechanisms underlying dental anxiety, focusing on 

brain regions involved in fear processing and emotional regulation. 

Evidence suggests that heightened activity in the amygdala, along with 

altered functioning of the prefrontal cortex and insula, contributes to 

increased fear, pain anticipation, and stress responses during dental 

procedures. Understanding these brain responses may help inform more 

effective, targeted interventions for managing dental anxiety. 

Fear vs. Anxiety in Dentistry 

  Fear is an immediate, short-term response to a known or clearly 

identifiable threat—like the moment a dental drill starts. It’s focused on 

the present and triggers a “fight-or-flight” reaction.  

  Anxiety, on the other hand, is more anticipatory. It’s a diffuse, future-

oriented feeling of worry or unease, such as thinking about an upcoming 

dental appointment. It may persist even without any immediate threat.  

In dental settings, anxiety is common: roughly one in seven people 

experience high levels of dental anxiety. Recognizing whether a patient’s 

reaction is fear or anxiety is important because it influences management 

strategies. Fear may be addressed in the moment with reassurance or 

distraction, while anxiety often benefits from structured approaches like 

communication, rapport-building, relaxation techniques, or behavioral 

methods such as systematic desensitization. 

How brain respond to it ? 

The brain reacts to dental-related sights and sounds by activating regions 

linked to fear and anxiety, even in people without dental phobia. Studies 

consistently show activity in areas like the anterior insula and anterior 

cingulate cortex, which process discomfort and emotional responses. 

Interestingly, this reaction resembles general anxiety rather than intense 

fear, as the amygdala—typically central to strong fear responses—is not 

significantly involved. 

Conclusion 

Dental anxiety is a common and important barrier to oral care, affecting 

roughly one in seven individuals. It involves anticipatory worry that 

engages brain regions linked to emotional processing, such as the anterior 

insula and anterior cingulate cortex, even in non-phobic patients. 

Effective management requires recognizing whether a patient is 

experiencing fear or anxiety and tailoring interventions accordingly. Non-

pharmacological strategies—including good communication, rapport-

building, relaxation techniques, and gradual desensitization—have a solid 

evidence base and can be applied by clinicians to reduce distress and 

improve treatment outcomes. With understanding, empathy, and a phased 

approach, dental practitioners can successfully support anxious patients 

to receive necessary care. 
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