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How to look after you
while you look after

your patients
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By James Crow1



AT WORK OR THE GYM.’

DOORWAYS, OR WORKING UP A SWEAT, EITHER 

RUBBER BALLS, CONTORTING YOURSELF IN 

NEED TO START ROLLING AROUND ON BLUE 

‘WITH THE ALEXANDER TECHNIQUE YOU DON’T 
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B
urnout, back pain 
and repetitive 
strain injuries 
are just some of 
the outcomes of 
working as part 

of a dental team. Added to that, 
there may be other issues that can 
make your chosen career less of 
a joy and more of a millstone. It’s 
such a tragedy when highly trained 
professionals are prevented from 
enjoying their jobs by chronic pain 
or stress through their work, and 
doubly so if they have to leave their 
career early, unable to truly capitalise 
on all the hard study, training, 
commitment and CPD hours. And 
let’s face it, the resulting poor health 
and pain are hardly conducive to a 
happy approach to retirement.
In terms of prevention, however, 

there’s an effective skill that dental care 
professionals can add to their armoury. 

Recommended by NICE and now by 
Dentists’ Provident, this skill can help 

combat the physical and psychological 
problems which may occur in your working 
life. Recent studies have highlighted its 
effectiveness, with strong evidence of 
sustained benefit to chronic pain sufferers,1 
increased self-control, awareness, confidence, 
and presence in the world,2 and lowered  
levels of stress. This skill is called the 
Alexander Technique. 

The Alexander Technique is especially 
appropriate for dental professionals for four 
practical reasons:
1. It doesn’t require any equipment
2. It can be practised whilst you’re at work - 

and no-one will notice
3. You don’t need a physio, massage therapist, 

chiropractor or osteopath
4. There’s no effort required - you don’t need 

to start rolling around on blue rubber 
balls, contorting yourself in doorways,  
or working up a sweat, either at work or 
the gym.

Let’s take chronic back pain as an example. 
It’s well known that as hygienists, therapists, 
dentists and dental nurses, you commonly 
suffer back and neck problems, due in no 
small part to bending forward at work and 
working within a static, limited range. As the 
equipment, dentist or patient are typically 
lower than and in front of you, there’s a 
tendency to pull down the front of the body, 
to round the shoulders, and rotate your skull 
back and down a bit, into the neck. This can 
end up causing bad posture and ultimately 
chronic pain. Some people simply get away 
with it, but if you’re like the majority, you may 
well be feeling some discomfort by now. This 

lack of control over your own well-being can 
lead you to worry about the future, your job 
security and longevity. What’s more, if you 
are tired, stressed or sore you get much less 
job satisfaction and risk having to stop work 
entirely, potentially letting the rest of the team 
or your family down. 

Working through chronic pain increases 
your likelihood of injury, not to mention 
increasing your levels of stress, anxiety and 
dissatisfaction. And it does nothing for your 
appearance either! When you feel stressed, 
in pain or anxious, your patients are more 
likely to feel that way too. When patients feel 
anxious during their treatment, their pain 
tolerance thresholds are reduced considerably. 
There’s no reason why you shouldn’t 
simultaneously help to keep yourself free from 
stress and anxiety, whilst helping your patients 
feel the same. When patients praise a dental 
team, their manner and personality are often 
just as important as the quality of their work!

As an Alexander Technique teacher, I’m no 
stranger to seeing large numbers of nurses 
and therapists, whose job often involves 

paying good attention to other people, often 
at the expense of their own well-being. In 
fact I’d say the majority of people I see day-
to-day care for other people, one way or 
another. Workers in manually skilled, caring 
professions really do care about their patients 
and invest a lot of time, attention and energy 
ensuring they feel safe, comfortable and 
at ease. But it’s often at the expense of the 
professionals themselves. Did you know that 
counsellors receive counselling to help them 
in their job? Massage therapists and physios 
often work on each other to keep them from 
burning out. But as a dental care professional, 
you don’t receive any such support. During 
the rush of the day it’s so easy to overlook 
your own well-being. Getting the job done 
comes first. Looking after yourself comes 
second. We all know this is completely the 
wrong way round – and often ignored! If you 

can create a healthy balance between looking 
after yourself and looking after your patients, 
everyone wins!

My job as an Alexander Technique teacher 
includes teaching professionals to recognise 
and take stock of their posture, tension, 
and levels of stress. You can learn to reduce 
physical and mental stress by releasing 
tension, and then continuing to release 
tension as you go about your work and daily 
lives. It’s an application that happens in the 
moment, a form of active mindfulness. By 
placing you, the individual, rightfully back 
at the top of your list of priorities again, 
rather than the procedure or the colleague 
being the focus of all of your attention, you 
can experience less pain, and less stress, with 
people often reporting feeling lighter and in 
better balance. It’s a bit like when you’re on a 
plane as the oxygen masks are demonstrated. 
You’re advised to look after yourself first 
before looking after the people around you. 
This technique is like that. There’s no need to 
worry, as people can’t see that you’re paying 
just as much attention to yourself, as to them! 

1 James Crow works with everyone from 
dental professionals to professional 
athletes and musicians, helping them 
make the most of their skills and reduce 
their pain. He describes the technique 
as a user’s guide to the human body. 
He runs www.thecomfortabledentist.
co.uk, a company devoted to improving 
skills, reducing pain, and helping the 
effortless enjoyment of work. James has 
developed a programme specifically  
for dental team members that you  
can easily squeeze into your day. He is  
based in Manchester but you can  
also find a good Alexander teacher at  
www.stat.org.uk. 

http://www.thecomfortabledentist.co.uk
http://www.thecomfortabledentist.co.uk
http://www.stat.org.uk


AFTER YOUR PATIENTS, EVERYONE WINS!’

LOOKING AFTER YOURSELF AND LOOKING 

‘IF YOU CAN CREATE A HEALTHY BALANCE BETWEEN 
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How YOU can get started 
on the basics...
(1) Aim to take a short break two or 
three times a day, maybe once before 
work, once at lunch, and once when 
you get home

■	 Lie down on a fairly firm surface, 
like a mat or rug on the floor, with a 
couple of paperback books under 
your head to raise it slightly

■	 Bend your knees with your feet  
flat on the floor about shoulder-
width apart

■	 Let go of tension in your neck, 
shoulders, and back to allow your 
spine to lengthen

■	 Leave the problems of the world 
and your day-to-day anxieties 
outside the door – this is ‘you’ time 
and you’ll need to pay attention to 
get the best benefits

■	 This lying down practice doesn’t 
take up much time, is very calming 
and relaxing, and great for your 
well-being - something you could fit 
into a lunch break with no problem. 
Your back will thank you!

(2) As you do this, see if you can 
balance your awareness between 
your new-found sense of your newly 
relaxed body and what’s going on 
around you. Try not to focus intently 
on one body part or another; instead 
keep a relaxed, open focus

(3) After ten minutes or so, see if you 
can keep this awareness of both 
yourself and your surroundings going, 
particularly as you interact with 
people around you during your day. 
It’s easiest to practise this on strangers 
at first – shop assistants, train and bus 
staff, bank clerks and so on

(4) Now you’re getting more skilled, 
start to keep aware of your own body 
and its tension as you work. Don’t just 
forget yourself the moment the boss or 
patient walks in. Keep mindfully aware 
of your posture as you interact with 
them. You’ll find this easy to forget at 
first, but stick with it and you’ll soon be 
using your body so much better  
at work!
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You’ll no doubt remember being taught the 
importance of good posture, good lighting 
and magnification, and good ergonomic 
equipment. These are without a doubt vital 
to your well-being and career. A whole 
ecosystem of companies thrive on providing 
ergonomic equipment, lighting and seating. 
But unless you take the time to work out at 
the gym, or perform long stretching sessions 
in front of your patients, there’s little or no 
time to look after yourself. By refining your 
kinaesthetic sense, your ‘sixth’ sense of your 
body’s tension and movement in space, you 
can start to learn to avoid all the old, bad 
habits that cause you pain. For example, are 
you leaning down and in, as you read this? 
Sitting or standing badly? Here’s a bad posture 
habit for starters! The Alexander Technique 
teaches you to be much more aware of how 
you’re using your body over the course of a 
day, so you won’t keep finding yourself with 
bad posture or in painful positions.

We all have the best intentions, and no 
doubt you remember being told to ‘sit up 
straight’, but all that advice goes out of 
the window once you’re paying attention 
to something else. So while you’re busily 
working away on that important job, how on 
earth are you supposed to remember to keep 
your bone ‘A’ at so many degrees whilst your 
bone ‘B’ is at another angle and all the time 
keeping ‘this many’ inches away from the 
dentist or patient? By contrast, the active form 
of attention that’s taught in the Alexander 
Technique helps you move with more poise 
and comfort, and much less tension, so you 
don’t end up rigidly fixed in static, tiring 
postures. Paying attention to the ‘how’ you do 
things is just as important as paying attention 
to ‘what’ you do. This way you can learn to 
look after yourself whilst you work, rather 
than having to spend your free time trying  
to recover.

Alexander teachers are used to helping 
people with back pain, repetitive injuries, and 
stress. A recent randomised controlled trial, 
published in the British Medical Journal, saw 
those who took a good course of Alexander 

lessons with a qualified professional drop 
their days with back pain by an average 
of 86%. The results were still that good a 
year later. A study of surgeons found they 
increased their postural endurance and 
comfort whilst simultaneously reducing the 
time taken to perform complex tasks.3

Dentists’ Provident have seen the benefit 
and are keen to promote the technique to 
their members: ‘Some dentists know very little 
about the Alexander Technique and how it 
can help their practising and personal lives, 
including pain control, prevention and stress 
relief. All of which can occur in a dentist’s life 
and even cause them to take early retirement. 
Dentists find themselves in awkward positions 
trying to maintain maximum comfort for 
their patient, who may not want to be there at 
all, but dentists could be causing themselves 
unnecessary long term problems. In fact in 
2012 35% of female and 26% of male claims 
paid were for musculoskeletal disorders 
(Dentists Provident claims statistics 2012).’

There are some great benefits to be had 
from the Alexander Technique, including 
less pain, stress and anxiety, better posture, 
and happier patients. All of these can only 
be good for dental care professionals. If this 
contributes to your long and happy career, all 
the better.
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