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How was your last visit to the dentist?

Think back to your last visit to the dentist. As you settled into the
chair, what were the first words your dentist said? Was it a warm
greeting, or did the treatment begin right away? While technical
skills are important, a patient’s experience often depends on
their interaction with the dentist. Dentistry is not just about
procedures and equipment; human connection plays a
central role.

This article explores that very connection, with insights from
Professor Chia-Shu Lin of the Department of Dentistry. He offers
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Professor Chia-Shu Lin
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perspectives on how dentists can approach the relationship
between technical expertise and genuine patient care.

A visit to the dentist typically follows a familiar routine: patients
share their concerns, and the dentist listens before recommending
a treatment plan. While this process may seem straightforward,
how does the dentist perceive these interactions? Now teaching
at the College of Dentistry, Professor Chia-Shu Lin draws from his
experience as a former practicing dentist to share insights from
daily clinical practice.

During clinical training in medical centers, students rarely
experience direct conflicts with patients. Yet in dental clinics,
misunderstandings between dentists and patients are more
common, largely due to ineffective communication.

Professor Lin observes that dental clinics handle a high volume
of patients, each with unique needs. Dentists must adapt quickly
to different situations. He often sees parents rushing in with their
children, anxiously asking, “Is everything okay? | need to take
them to after-school care!” or “We need to get home quickly! I still
have to make dinner and go back to work!”

In moments like these, parents are already under stress, speaking
hurriedly. When a dentist fails to communicate clearly, tension
can arise on both sides. Professor Lin emphasizes that dentistry is
not limited to treatment; the profession is also a form of human
interaction. Strong communication skills are essential for every
dentist. A simple greeting at the start of an appointment does
more than establish rapport. It helps patients feel acknowledged
and eases their anxiety, ensuring a smoother treatment
experience.
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For many patients, the greatest fear isn't the pain itself. It is the
uncertainty of what will happen next. One patient, for instance,
avoided treatment for a cavity for weeks. What unsettled him
wasn't the pain but the lingering unease from past dental visits.
The dentist had remained silent throughout the procedure,
offering no explanation before beginning. Sitting in the chair,
he felt tense, gripping his hands tightly, overwhelmed by the
unknown.

This time, he went to a different dentist. After a warm greeting,
the dentist spoke in a calm tone: “Your tooth needs a little care,
but don't worry, we will take it one step at a time. The first part
won't hurt, and if anything feels uncomfortable, just raise your
hand.” Those few reassuring words immediately put him at ease,
allowing him to relax his shoulders. Looking back, he realized his
biggest fear had never been the discomfort, it was the uncertainty.
A brief explanation from the dentist made all the difference.

In his Behavioral Dentistry course, Professor Lin shares a key
perspective with his students: "Patient care is ultimately about
human connection and fundamental courtesy." He explains that if
a dentist cannot manage something as basic as a proper greeting,
their role could be reduced to simply instructing patients to open
their mouths. In that case, technology might easily take over, with
machines replacing dentists.

Professor Lin encourages future dentists to develop strong
communication skills and a deeper understanding of their
patients’ overall well-being. True quality care comes from seeing
patients as individuals, rather than just focusing on their teeth.
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Eccentric Dentistry

At this point, some might wonder whether greeting patients and
maintaining good communication really need to be taught in
a class. Isn't that something dentists naturally develop through
experience?

Quick chats like “It’s tipping down! How did you get here?” or
“Did you take the MRT? Did you transfer at Gongguan Station?”
may seem like small talk, yet these conversations are grounded
in deeper principles of psychology and neuroscience. Professor
Lin's Eccentric Dentistry program introduces courses such as
Behavioral Dentistry and Affective Neuroscience, equipping future
dental professionals with the ability to assess a patient’s well-
being through simple dialogue. These skills help them identify key
diagnostic clues in everyday interactions.

For example, when an elderly patient arrives alone by bicycle, this
seemingly ordinary detail suggests strong memory, a good sense
of direction, and good physical condition. On the other hand, if
a patient enters with a caregiver and responds to questions with
automatic nods or repeated phrases, it may indicate cognitive
difficulties or attention-related issues. These subtle observations
often offer more immediate insights than what is recorded in a
patient’s medical file.

These observations are more than just guesswork; they are
grounded in scientific principles. When dentists engage elderly
patients in casual conversation about their visit, the way patients
respond can reveal important cognitive cues. At the same time,
these interactions naturally foster trust and help ease any anxiety
during treatment.

Interactive digital simulation game

developed by Professor Lin.
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By integrating technical expertise with
empathy, dentists can address both the
medical and emotional needs of an aging
society.
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In the past, students developed these skills by observing
experienced dentists during clinical training. While this method
has its value, Professor Lin emphasizes that structured learning
can make a significant difference. Through Eccentric Dentistry,
students receive systematic training in communication strategies,
helping them grasp the deeper meaning behind patient
interactions.

To further enhance the learning experience, Professor Lin has
incorporated an interactive digital simulation game into the
curriculum. This tool allows students to practice handling various
patient interactions in a controlled setting before stepping
into a real clinic. By engaging with a diverse range of simulated
patients, students develop a stronger understanding of effective
communication and patient care.
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The hands and hearts behind the smiles

In an aging society, technical expertise remains essential for
dentists, though the ability to connect with patients through
language has become just as important. For many elderly
individuals, speaking in their native dialect, whether it be
Taiwanese, Hakka or another regional language, creates a sense of
familiarity and reassurance during treatment. However, students
are often less fluent in these languages, making communication
in the clinic more challenging.

If the College of Dentistry incorporated courses on medical
Taiwanese or other local languages, students could connect with
elderly patients in a way that feels more familiar and comforting.
Imagine a dentist greeting a patient in fluent Taiwanese with,
“li tsiah pa bue” (Have you eaten yet?)—a common phrase in
Taiwan used to express care and initiate conversation, much
like saying "How are you today?” in English. A simple greeting
like this can put patients at ease, fostering a more natural and
reassuring interaction. At its core, healthcare is built on trust and
understanding, and language plays a vital role in strengthening
the doctor-patient relationship.

For patients with special needs, such as those with dementia or
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children requiring specialized care, dentists must consider not
just technical skills but also how they interact with each patient.
Observing, listening, and adapting their approach are equally
essential. Another challenge is delivering home-based dental
care, which entails more than simply visiting a patient’s home.
Transporting full equipment, operating mobile dental units in
remote areas, and providing high-quality treatment outside
traditional clinics are all part of the expanding role of modern
dentists.

For a strong doctor-patient relationship, communication needs
to go both ways. Training for dentists often emphasizes explaining
procedures and treatments, though understanding how to truly
listen to patients is just as important. Consider an elderly patient
who has a busy schedule picking up grandchildren and simply
cannot commit to an intensive treatment plan. In these situations,
a dentist plays a role beyond providing medical care; they help
patients explore options that align with their lifestyle, rather than
strictly following a set protocol.

Looking ahead, Professor Lin envisions a more diverse approach
to dental education. Some may specialize in advanced dental
technology and become dental engineers, while others may
focus on human-centered care, becoming humanistic dentists
who emphasize relationships and communication. Regardless
of their chosen path, the goal is for each dentist to find their
role in the field. By integrating technical expertise with empathy,
dentists can address both the medical and emotional needs of

an aging society.




