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Commentary
This review is well justified by the 10% mean prevalence of child 

dental fear which presents a considerable challenge not only to the 

wellbeing of the children but also to their parents and oral health 

personnel. Themessl-Huber et al. have made a considerable effort 

in this structured literature review and meta-analysis to assess the 

conflicting evidence on the link between parental and child dental 

fear.  This link is supported by theory, but it is also important for the 

understanding of practitioners, in order to prevent and treat dental 

fear among children.

As the authors point out, their approach to the literature was not 

systematic but structured. Also, since 2007, new evidence on the 

link between parental and child dental fear has been published.1-3 

The role and importance of using established and validated meas-

ures is well documented and a clear shortcoming in many stud-

ies. The authors have also made a good attempt to structure the 

analysis based on the child’s age, a very important but often 

neglected issue, even though the study designs made this attempt 

rather challenging. 

However, the role of the informants in the designs of the select-

ed studies could also have been considered. Recent studies2,3 have 

pointed out that the reported association between family members’ 

dental fear, especially among younger children, is often based on 

designs where the parent evaluated both his/her and the child’s den-

tal fear. This might have lead to a bias and partly explain the contro-

versy in the results. 

The authors also suggest that the dental setting might affect the 

relationship between parental and child dental fear, for example by 

influencing the likelihood of presenting dental fear. Another pos-

sibility is that parents having dental fear are more likely to search 

for a certain type of care in order to prevent their children from fur-

ther fear. On the other hand, results among the general population, 

not selected by attendance or dental setting, suggest a rather weak 

relationship between the fear of children and their parents.1,2  This 

is also suggested to be partly due to the fact that they do not know 

about each other’s fear.2,3

Themessl-Huber et al. are to be congratulated for their suggestions 

for further research. A more thorough look at the child-patient dyad 

as well as the role of fathers, almost neglected in previous studies, 

is also needed, not forgetting factors behind the well established 

gender difference in the prevalence of dental fear.
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SUMMARY REVIEW/PAEDIATRIC DENTISTRY

Data sources The databases CINAHL,EMbase, Medline, PsycINFO, 

Cochrane/DARE EBM were searched using OVID together with the 

reference lists of retrieved papers.

Study selection Studies in English and German which investigated 

the relationship between parental and child dental fear and included 

children and young people aged 0–19 years were included. Particular 

emphasis was placed on studies which used established behaviour 

and anxiety measures to assess parental and child dental anxiety or 

child behaviour.

Data extraction and synthesis A qualitative synthesis of the included 

studies was conducted with those studies which provided suffi cient 

quantitative estimates of association between parental and child 

measures to enable transformation into effect sizes being used in a 

meta-analysis. A random-effects model was used.

Results Forty-three studies were included from across the six 

continents. The studies ranged widely with respect to research design, 

methods used, age of children included and the reported link between 

parental and child dental fear. The majority of studies confi rmed a 

relationship between parental and child dental fear. This relationship 

is most evident in children aged 8 years and under. A meta-analysis 

confi rmed an association between parental and child dental fear.

Conclusions The narrative synthesis as well as the meta-analysis 

demonstrate a signifi cant relationship between parental and child 

dental fear, particularly in children aged 8 years and under.
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Questions: What is the link between parental 
and child dental fear?
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