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Abstract: Background: Dentists are at a higher risk of suffering from musculoskeletal disorders
(MSD) than the general population. However, the latest study investigating MSD in the dental
profession in Germany was published about 20 years ago. Therefore, the aim of this study was
to reveal the current prevalence of MSD in dentists and dental students in Germany. Methods:
The final study size contained 450 (287 £/163 m) subjects of different areas of specialization. The age
of the participants ranged from 23 to 75 years. The questionnaire consisted of a modified version
of the Nordic Questionnaire, work-related questions from the latest questionnaire of German
dentists, typical medical conditions and self-developed questions. Results: The overall prevalence
showed that dentists suffered frequently from MSD (seven days: 65.6%, twelve months: 92%,
lifetime: 95.8%). The most affected body regions included the neck (42.7%-70.9%-78.4%), shoulders
(29.8%-55.6%-66.2%) and lower back (22.9%-45.8%-58.7%). Overall, female participants stated that
they suffered from pain significantly more frequently, especially in the neck, shoulders and upper
back. Conclusion: The prevalence of MSD among dentists, especially in the neck, shoulder and back
area, was significantly higher than in the general population. In addition, women suffered more
frequently from MSD than men in almost all body regions.

Keywords: MSD; musculoskeletal pain; prevalence; dentists; dental profession; dental education;
Nordic questionnaire

1. Background

A large body of literature documents the higher risk of dental professionals suffering from
musculoskeletal disorders (MSD) or associated pain compared to the general population [1-19].
The oral cavity represents a very small work area, which is challenging to access and navigate while
providing dental care. Thus, dental examinations or treatments require awkward body postures,
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straining the musculoskeletal system. These positions include flexion of the head and neck to the front
and side combined with an inclination and rotation of the trunk towards the patient [20-22]. Numerous
dental procedures such as the filling of a cavity or the preparation of a root canal require static
body postures [23], which are defined as body positions maintained for more than four seconds [24].
As Ohlendorf et al. [21] specified, static positions of the dentist’s head and trunk are generally remained
for 27.4% and 23.6% of the treatment time, respectively.

Static muscle forces are found to be more harmful to the musculoskeletal system compared to
dynamic forces [25]. Inaddition, the work of a dentist consists of precise, small and repetitive movements
with the hands, often performed with instruments or a vibrating drill. Alexopoulos et al. [2] reported
that dentists perceived the high exposure to vibrating tools, repetitive shoulder/hand movements and
awkward postures as significant risk factors of their occupation. Due to the exposure to these various
physical strains (e.g., awkward positions, static posture, repetitive motions and vibrations) several hours
a day and over many years, the susceptibility for MSDs is increased for dental professionals [25-29].

One of the earliest studies by Biller in 1946 [30] found that 65% of dentists suffer from back
pain. Even today, this particularly high prevalence of musculoskeletal pain has not changed in this
occupation. Lietz et al. [19] performed a meta-analysis of 30 studies published between 2005 and 2017
to examine the prevalence of musculoskeletal disease and pain among dental professionals (dentists,
dental hygienists and dental students) in Western countries. The prevalence rates of MSDs and pain
vary from 10.8% to 97.9%. The authors found that the neck is the body region affected most, since 58.5%
of dentists complained about neck pain in the last 12 months. The lower back represented the second
most affected body region reported by 56.4% of dentists, followed by shoulder pain (43.1%) and pain
in the upper back (41.1%). Among German dentists, Meyer et al. [18] documented that 86.7% of the
participants complained of neck and back pain, while 68.6% suffered from musculoskeletal pain during
the last 7 days. Worldwide, the findings are all very similar, as they report a high prevalence of MSD
and musculoskeletal pain in the dental profession [1-19].

Historically, the dental profession has been dominated by men [31]. Nowadays, the ratio of
female to male dentists is fairly equal (45.6% female versus 54.4% male dentists) [32]. However,
regarding the rising numbers of female dental students, a change in demographics is beginning to
emerge. In Germany, the number of female students is almost twice as high as the number of male
students—with an increasing tendency [33]. This, in fact, makes it crucial to pay particular attention
to the needs of female dentists. Unruh’s review of gender variations in clinical pain experience [34]
showed that women in general were more likely to experience a variety of recurrent pains. Particularly,
female study participants reported more severe levels of pain, more frequent pain and pain of longer
duration than men [34].

In line with these observations, various researchers found significantly higher levels of
musculoskeletal pain among female dentists compared to their male counterparts [1,3,7,35,36].
Valachi et al. [37] identified female dentists as being at an overall higher risk of developing MSD,
which was attributed to gender-specific physiological and physical differences. However, inconsistent
data exist concerning the affected body parts: while a higher percentage of female dentists suffer from
hand and hip pain than males [4], Algahdir et al. [1] observed roughly the same pain prevalence in
the lower back, neck and shoulder among female and male dentists. However, female participants
reported additional pain in their hands and knees. Moreover, Feng et al. [3] described a significantly
increased prevalence of shoulder pain in female dentists.

Currently, data revealing the MSD prevalence among dentists and dental students in Germany
are lacking. In particular, studies focused on gender differences in musculoskeletal pain perception
and location are needed. Hence, it is the first aim of this study to provide an update on the MSD
prevalence among dentists in Germany. The second aim of the investigation is to focus more on female
practitioners and to test whether there are differences regarding pain prevalence or affected body parts
in relation to gender.
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2. Material and Methods

2.1. Questionnaire

The questionnaire consists of a modified version of the Nordic questionnaire [38—40], questions
published by Meyer et al. [18] and self-developed questions. Questions from the Nordic questionnaire
assessed musculoskeletal disorder-associated pain of diverse body parts (neck, shoulder, elbow, wrist,
upper and lower back, hip, knee and ankle) and their occurrence in the last seven days, last twelve
months and over the respondent’s lifetime.

Some questions were extracted from Meyer et al. [18], a survey that was especially developed
for the dental occupation. The adopted items ask for the characteristics of the respondent’s working
environment and the physical pain they experience that is directly associated with dental work.
Moreover, the survey inquiries about pre-existing medical conditions such as rheumatism and arthrosis,
carpal and cubital tunnel syndromes, cervical, thoracic and lumbar spine syndromes, tendovaginitis,
flexor tendovaginitis and disc prolapse. These conditions are more prevalent in dentists since they are
associated with repeated and prolonged musculoskeletal strain while providing dental care [41-45].
In addition, the time of occurrence of the specific medical condition in relation to the practice of dental
work was queried. The questionnaire passed through a validation phase. After several circles of
revision, the questionnaire was pretested (n = 13) successfully.

Exemplary questions are listed in Table 1.

Table 1. Exemplary questions from the questionnaire.

Questions Possible Answers

General dentist

Oral surgeon/oral and maxillofacial
surgeon

Endodontist

Orthodontist

Other:

What is your field of specialization?Please select the field of
specialization in which you are mainly working.

Owner or shared ownership of a practice
and Practicing dentist
Assistant dentist

Which occupational group do you belong to: Emp l'oyed den't1st , .
Dentist at a university hospital
Dentist at a hospital
Student of the clinical section
Other:

How many hours a week do you work on average at your

workplace?

- Total working hours approx.__ hours per week

- Dental treatment time approx.__ hours per week

- Administrative work (office work) approx.__ hours per week

Neck region

Shoulder region

Elbow region

Wrists/Hands

Upper back/thoracic spine

Lower back (lumbar spine)
Hips/Thighs

Knee

Ankles/Feet

No, there were no complaints or pain.

Have you had any discomfort or pain in the following areas of
your body at any time?
Please select the appropriate body regions.
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2.2. Recruitment

In order to reach a high number of currently practicing dentists, the survey was distributed
online via the platform “SoSciSurvey” [46] from May 2018 to May 2019. The Dental Associations of all
German federal states were approached and asked to support the survey’s distribution. Furthermore,
the survey was promoted via flyers at the “Deutscher Zahnarztetag” (the annual meeting of all German
dental societies in Frankfurt am Main, Germany, in 2018) and the “Internationale Dental-Schau”
(Dental healthcare fair in in Cologne, Germany, in 2019). Additionally, articles were published to
promote the survey in the two dental journals mailed to every practicing dentist in Germany: Die
Zahnarzt Woche (DZW) and Zahniirztliche Mitteilung (ZM). Due to the support of various dental university
departments, it was possible to invite dentists and dental students at universities to participate in the
survey. Moreover, the survey was distributed via social media groups that particularly target dental
students and junior dentists.

2.3. Subjects

A total of 2548 persons followed the link to the survey and 462 German dentists and dental
students completed the questionnaire. Four dental technicians, a dentist who was on parental leave,
a student who had already worked as a dental hygienist and two participants who did not report their
gender were removed from the analysis. Additionally, the surveys of four undergraduate students
were excluded because students do not perform dental treatments in that stage of their education.

The final sample size contained 450 (287 £/163 m) subjects who filled out the complete questionnaire.
The age of the participants ranged from 23 years to 75 years. The distribution between the genders in
association with age was representative of the distribution of female versus male dentists in Germany in
general, according to which more younger dentists tend to be female [47]. The median age was 35 years
(Isp =22 years), the median height was 172 cm (I59 = 13 cm) and the median weight was 68 kg (I50 = 23 kg)
for dentists and students. Among the participants were 61 postgraduate students, 194 dentists who
own or share ownership of a practice, 117 dentists who are employed, 55 assistant dentists, 22 dentists
at a university hospital and only one dentist working at a hospital. As Figure 1 shows, the sample of
dentists (n = 389) consisted of 75.8% dental generalists, 12.1% orthodontists, 4.1% oral-maxillofacial
surgeons, 3.1% endodontists and 4.6% other specialists such as prosthetic dentists, pedodontists and
periodontists (Figure 1). The most common type of office practice most study participants associated
with was “single practitioner” office practice (46.3%) followed by a “multi-practitioner” office practice
setting (38%), meaning the dentists form an economic and organizational entity. In total, 10.3% of study
samples worked in a “shared ownership” practice, meaning the dentists do not form an economic
entity, but share the same office space.

other not reported
5% 0%

Orthodontist
12%

Oral surgeon/oral
and maxillofacial
surgeon
4%

Figure 1. Distribution of dental specialisms from the participating dentists (n = 389).
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The study was approved by the ethics committee of the medical faculty (Goethe-University
Frankfurt; No. 356/17). All experiments were performed in accordance with relevant guidelines
and regulations.

2.4. Statistical Evaluation

The data were extracted from the online surveys and collected in an Excel database [48].
Not plausible answers were removed from the data set. The answer pattern was checked to be
logical and plausible, i.e., if pain in the left body part and the right body part were described,
the answer was changed to “both body parts”. If pain is stated in the last seven days, it also occurred
the “last twelve months” and in “lifetime”. Moreover, when the pain occurred in the “last twelve
months”, it indicated its occurrence “in lifetime”. Therefore, a syntax following this comprehensible
logic was applied.

The data were analyzed using IMB SPSS Statistics 26 [49]. The metric variables were tested
for normal distribution by Kolmogorov—Smirnov testing. For abnormally distributed variables and
ordinal data, the median and the interquartile range were defined. Nominal variables were described
by frequency. All descriptive statistics were executed for the whole sample, as well separately for
female and male participants. We tested whether there was a difference in the frequency of MSD in
gender. For this purpose, the overall prevalence of MSD over respondents’ lifetime, the last twelve
months and the last seven days was tested by chi? testing for women and men. Additionally, the same
test was applied for prevalence in each body location. The test was also applied to reveal whether
differences in MSD frequency were present between the right and left sides of the body; therefore,
the total sample size of female and male dental professionals was used. We also tested whether
there was a difference in the occurrence of general diseases by gender. The chi? testing was applied
for the total occurrence of general diseases and the occurrence of each disease in women and men.
Additionally, the same test was applied for the occurrence before and after the start of dental practice
for the total sample. Fisher’s exact test was applied when 20% of the cells of a contingency table were
below 5 participants. Spearman’s correlation was calculated between age and professional experience
in years (excluding students), between age and number of MSDs and age and number of general
disorders. The significance level was set at 5% and Bonferroni-Holm correction was applied.

3. Results

3.1. Demographic Variables

Table 2 shows the demographic and work-related characteristics. The age varied between gender:
the median age of females was 33 years (Isg = 17 years) and for males it was 48 years (Isy = 25.3 years).
The median height for female participants was 168 cm (I5p = 8 cm) and for male participants 182 cm
(Isp = 10 cm). The median weight for female dentists and students was 61 kg (I59 = 14 kg), whereas it
was 83 kg (Isg = 15.8 kg) for male dentists and students. For female participants, we found a median
Body-Mass-Index (BMI) of 21.3 (Isg = 3.8), which is a relatively low score in the range of a normal BMI
defined by the WHO [50]. However, the median BMI for men was 24.7 (Isp = 4.2), which is a high score
in the range of a normal BMI [50].

The work-related characteristics of the total sample are listed separately for women and men
in Table 3. There was a fairly higher ratio of male dentists who own or share ownership of an office
practice (64.4%) compared to female dentists (31%). In accordance, female dentists were more often
employed (32.8%) than male dentists (14.1%). However, the ratio of female and male dentists who
work in a single-dentist practice was relatively similar (f = 44.2%/m = 49.7%). Male dentists worked
more often in a shared practice, which represented no economic entity (f = 9.6%/m = 11.4%). In contrast,
female dentists worked mostly in a multi-practitioner practice setting that formed an economic entity
(f = 40.4%/m = 34.2%). Professional specializations were equally distributed among female and
male dentists (Table 2). Male dentists worked longer hours per week (treatment and office work)
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with a median of 44 h (Isg = 12 h), compared to female dentists with a median of 38 h (I5y = 8 h).
Moreover, the median duration of professional experience was higher for male dentists (x = 22 years,
IQR = 23 years) compared to female dentists (x = 8 years, [5y = 16 years).

Table 2. Demographic characteristics of all participants with a total sample size of n = 450.

Demographic Characteristics Total Sample Female Male
Sex
1 (%) 450 (100) 287 (63.8) 163 (36.2)
Age (Years)
X (Isp) 35 (22) 33 (17) 48 (25)
min 19 20 19
max. 75 65 75
Height (cm)

X (Iso) 172 (13) 168 (8) 182 (10)
Weight (kg)

X (Isp) 68 (23) 61(14) 83 (15.8)
BMI (kg/m?)

¥ (Iso) 22.7 (4.9) 213(38) 247 (4.2)
Handedness

1 (%) 450 (100) 287 (100) 163 (100)
right 423 (94) 271 (944) 152 (93.8)

left 26 (5.8) 16 (5.6) 10 (6.1)
not reported 1(0.2) 0(0) 1(0.6)

male participants.

Table 3. Work-related characteristics of the total sample and comparison between female and

Work-Related Characteristics Total Sample Female Male
n (%) 450 (100) 287 (100) 163 (100)
Professional group
Owner or shared ownership of a practice and practicing dentist 194 (43.1) 89 (31) 105 (64.4)
Assistant dentist 55 (12.2) 40 (13.9) 15(9.2)
Employed dentist 117 (26) 94 (32.8) 23 (14.1)
Dentist at a university hospital 22 (4.9) 17 (5.9) 5(3.1)
Dentist at a hospital 1(0.2) 0(0) 1(0.6)
Student of the clinical section 61 (13.6) 47 (16.4) 14 (8.6)
weekly absolute time of work (h)
X (Isp) 40 (10) 38 (8) 44 (12)
not reported 34 (7.5) 22(7.7) 12 (7.4)
weekly time of dental treatment (h)
X (Isp) 32 (10) 30 (15) 35(7)
not reported 32(7.1) 20 (7) 12 (7.4)
weekly time of work in office (h)
¥ (Iso) 6 (6) 5(7) 8(7)
not reported 37 (8.2) 24 (8.4) 13 (8)
Only approbated dentists
n (%) 389 (100) 240 (100) 149 (100)
Practice type in n (%)
Solo dentistry practice 180 (46.3) 106 (44.2) 74 (49.7)
Practice sharing 40 (10.3) 23 (9.6) 17 (11.4)
Multi-practitioner practice 148 (38) 97 (40.4) 51 (34.2)
not reported 21 (5.4) 14 (5.8) 7 (4.7)
Professional experience in years
x (Isp) 10.5 (21) 8 (16) 22 (23)
Specialty in n (%)
General dentist 295 (75.8) 181 (75.4) 114 (76.5)
Oral surgeon/oral and maxillofacial surgeon 16 (4.1) 5(2.1) 11(7.4)
Endodontist 12 (3.1) 4(1.7) 8(5.4)
Orthodontist 47 (12.1) 34 (14.2) 13 (8.7)
other 18 (4.6) 15 (6.3) 3(2)
not reported 1(0.3) 1(0.4) 0 (0)
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3.2. Prevalence of MSD

7 of 19

Table 4 and Figure 2a—c show the lifetime, 12-month and 7-day prevalence in terms of body

regions for all respondents, separated by gender.
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Figure 2. (a) Distribution of musculoskeletal disorder (MSD) among all participants (n = 450), female
participants (n = 287) and male participants over lifetime. (b) Distribution of MSD among all participants
(n = 450), female participants (n = 287) and male participants for 12-month prevalence. (c) Distribution
of MSD among all participants (1 = 450), female participants (1 = 287) and male participants for 7-day

prevalence. * means p < 0.05.
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Table 4. Lifetime, 12-month and 7-day prevalence in terms of body regions for all respondents, separated by gender. An asterisk after the chi? value symbolizes the
significance level (* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001). An ‘" stands behind the chi? test, if Fisher’s exact test was applied when 20% of the cells of a contingency table
were below 5.

Lifetime Prevalence 12-Month Prevalence 7-day Prevalence
1 (%) 1 (%) 1 (%)
Chi? Chi? Chi? Chi? Chi? Chi?
Total ~ Female — Male Female/Male Right/Left Total ~ Female — Male Female/Male Right/Left Total ~ Female  Male Female/Male Right/Left
Total 431 277 154 414 270 144 295 203 92 -
prevalence (95.8)  (96.5)  (94.5) 0.334 (92) (941)  (88.3) 0.108 (65.6)  (70.7)  (56.4) 0.007
353 243 110 319 227 92 192 144 48
Neck 784) (847 (675 001 709)  (791) (56.4) 001 @7 (502 (94 0001
298 206 922 250 177 73 " 134 99 35 "
Total (662)  (70.8)  (56.4) 0.001 (55.6)  (61.7)  (44.8) 0.002 (29.8)  (345) (215 0.006
48 20 51 33
Left a7 B 9.8) (123) 0.429 a3 ais 8 (11) 1.000 29 (64) 21(7.3) 8(49) 0.425 0.059
Shoulder 86 58 28 0001 82 59 23 00127 46 35
Right 191y 02) 72 0.457 (182)  (20.6)  (14.1) 0.125 (102) (22 167 0.103
164 120 ” 137 103 34 ” 59
Both God) @y X (27) 0.002 (04 (59 (209 0.002 sy B (15) 16 (9.8) 0.187
48 20
Total a7 2B 9.8) (123) 0.429 36(8.0) 21(7.3) 15(9.2) 0.468 16(3.6) 10(35) 6(37) 1.000
a a a
— Left  6(1.3) 2(0.7) 4(25) 0.196 o0 5.1 31  2(L2) 0.671 Lo0oe 2004 2007  0(0) 0.541 1000
Right 27(6.0) 19(6.6) 8(49) 0.540 : 20 (44) 13(45) 7(43) 1.000 : 13(29) 724 6(37) 0.557
Both 15(3.3) 7(24) 8(49) 0.178 1124) 517 6(37) 0.2102 1(02) 1(03) 0(0) 1.000 2
135 99 36 " 62 28
Total (30) 645 (21) 0.007 90 (20) QL6 (72) 0.326 38(84) 25(87) 13(8) 0.862
Left 16(36) 11(38) 5(.1) 0.795 10(22) 8(28) 2(12) 0.506 2 1(02) 1(3) 0(0) 1.000 @ .
Wrist 7 58 17 00867 53 38 0619° 1O
1 *%
Right 167 @02  (104) 0.008 aLs 32 B 9.2) 0.284 26(58) 17(59) 9(5.5) 1.000
Both 44 (9.8) 30 14 (8.6) 0.621 28(6.2) 17(5.9) 11(6.7) 0.686 11(24) 7(4) 4@25) 1.000 2

(10.5)
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Table 4. Cont.

90f19

Lifetime Prevalence

12-Month Prevalence

7-day Prevalence

n (%) n (%) n (%)
Chi? Chi? Chi? Chi? Chi? Chi?
Total ~ Female — Male Female/Male Right/Left Total Female  Male Female/Male Right/Left Total  Female — Male Female/Male Right/Left
Upper 190 141 49 150 113 37 67 50 17
back (422)  (49.1)  (30.1) 0.001 (333)  (394) (227) 0.001 (149)  (174)  (104) 0.071
Lower 264 166 98 206 130 76 103 61 42
Back 87)  (578)  (60.1) 0.691 458) 453  (466) 0.615 (229)  (213) (258 0.238
60 9 52 37
Total 133)  (146) 18 (11) 0.315 116 (129 15(9.2) 0.287 25(5.6) 15(52) 10(6.1) 0.669
. a
Hip Left 18(4) 11(38) 7(43) 1.000 0glaa 1738 1035  7(43) 0.797 Looos 2RO 507 45 0.727 L0002
Right 26(5.8) 22(7.7) 4(25) 0.033 * 23(51) 20(7) 3(18) 0.024 * 1227) 931 3(18) 0.5512
Both 16(3.6) 9(3.1) 7(43) 0.599 1227) 724 531 0.762 2 4(09) 1(03) 3(1.8) 0.1312
61 48 " 33
Total 136 (167) 13 (8) 0.010 43 (9.6) (115) 10 (6.1) 0.093 21(47) 15(52) 6(3.7) 0.642
a
Knee Left 19(42) 13(45) 6(37) 0.809 loppa 16GH 12(42) 424 0.621 oazya _10@22) 724 3(18) 1.000 1.0002
Right 16(3.6) 15(52) 1(0.6) 0.014 * 13(29) 12(42) 1(0.6) 0.0232 * 409 414 0(0) 0.302 2
Both 26(.8) 20(7) 6(3.7) 0.207 14(31) 931 531 1.000 7(16) 4(14) 3(18) 0.703 2
Total 35(7.8) 26(9.1) 9(5.5) 0.203 28(62) 20(7) 8(49) 0.541 16(3.6) 11(38) 5(3.1) 0.796
Left 11(24) 8(28) 3(18 0.753 7(16) 5(1.7) 2012 0.717 5(1.1) 4(14) 1(06 0.660
Ankle ¢ 4 @8) (18) 1.000 2 (L6) (1.7) (12 1.000 2 (L (14 06) 1.000 2
Right 6(1.3) 4(14) 2(12) 1.000 6(13) 3(1) 3(18) 0.6712 3(07)  1(03) 2(1.2) 0.289 2
Both  18(4) 14(49) 4(25) 0.226 15(33) 12(42) 3(18) 0.275 8(18) 6(21) 2(12) 07172




Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2020, 17, 8740 10 of 19

Overall, 95.8% of dental professionals (n = 431) suffered from musculoskeletal pain in their lifetime.
Moreover, 92% of all participants (n = 414) reported some musculoskeletal pain in the last twelve
months and 65.6% of dental professionals (1 = 295) stated that they had musculoskeletal pain in the
last seven days (Figure 2c).

Pain was primarily reported on the right side of the body. There was no significant difference
between women and men regarding the total pain prevalence either over their lifetime or in the last
twelve months. However, we found a significant difference in reporting “pain in the last seven days”
between male and female dentists. The neck was the most affected body region in dentists and dental
students. Female dentists and female dental students reported neck pain (p = 0.001) significantly more

7

often in all evaluated time periods than male dentists and students.

The second highest prevalence was found for shoulder pain. In total, 65.2% of dentists and dental
students suffered from pain in their shoulder at least once in their life. For all three time periods of
interest, both shoulders were mostly affected. However, if only one body side was reported to be
painful, the right shoulder was mentioned significantly more often (lifetime prevalence p = 0.001,
12-month prevalence p = 0.05). There were highly significant differences between the two genders in
lifetime (p = 0.001), 12-month (p = 0.01) and 7-day (p = 0.01) shoulder pain prevalence.

The third most common MSD among dentists and dental students affected the lower back. In total,
58.7% of the participants had pain in their lower back at least once in their life. Pain in the lower back
did not differ by gender. A slightly lower prevalence was reported in the upper back compared to
the lower back. Here, we identified a significant difference between genders. For the time periods
“lifetime” and “in the last twelve months”, more female participants suffered pain in their upper back
compared to male participants (p = 0.001).

About 30% of all participants reported an experience of wrist pain at least once in their life. Pain in
the right wrist was more frequent than pain in the left wrist or both wrists. We found no significant
difference in reported pain occurrence between the left and right side. Regarding lifetime prevalence,
more female respondents suffered from wrist pain than their male counterparts (p = 0.01).

The lowest prevalence was reported for elbow pain compared with the other inquired anatomical
locations of the upper extremities (e.g., lifetime prevalence of 10.7%). Elbow pain was located mostly
in the right elbow. However, we found no significant differences for a specific body side or for gender.

Overall, participants suffered from “pain in the lower body regions” less frequently than “in the
upper body regions”. Overall, 13.3% of respondents stated that they experienced hip pain at some
time in their life. Pain in the right hip was most common, although we found no significant difference
between the right and left hip. Moreover, there was no significant difference in terms of gender.
The prevalence for hip pain was similar to the prevalence of knee pain: 13.6% of participants had hip
pain in their lifetime. In contrast to hip pain, knee pain was more frequently observed on the left or on
both sides. Significantly more female than male dentists/dental students reported to have suffered
from knee pain in their lifetime (p = 0.01).

The least frequent reported pain was pain in the ankle region (lifetime prevalence: 7.8%).
Ankle pain was felt more frequently in the left ankle or in both ankles. Regarding ankle pain prevalence,
we identified no significant difference between female and male participants.

3.3. Typical Medical Conditions

Overall, 32.2% of all participants reported a diagnosis of at least one of the listed medical conditions
(Table 5). Here, we found a trend of more male (33.7%) than female (31.7%) respondents reporting
a relevant medical condition. Overall, there was no significant difference in the number of medical
conditions reported by female versus male dentists. In general, medical conditions occurred more
frequently after having started a daily work routine in the dental profession and there was no significant
difference in terms of gender. The median and interquartile distances showing the number of years the
disease occurred after the start of respondents’ dental careers are shown in Table 5.
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Table 5. General diseases in terms of their occurrence for all respondents, separated by gender. An asterisk after the chi® value symbolizes the significance level
(*p <0.05,* p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001). An ‘»" stands behind the chi? test, if Fisher’s exact test was applied when 20% of the cells of a contingency table were below 5.

Disease Occurrence Occurrence before Start of Profession Occurrence after Start of Profession Occurrence after xx Years
1 (%) 1 (%) 1 (%) Min/Max
Chi? Chi? Chi?
Total Female Male Female/Male Total Female Male Female/Male Total Female Male Female/Male Total Female Male
146 91 55
0,
Total 1 (%) (32.4) 317) (33.7) 0.676
Rheumatism 3(07) 207  1(06) 1.000 @ 1(0.2) 0 (0) 1(0.6) 0.3622 2(04) 2(07) 0 (0) 05372 18/20 18/20
Arthrosis 20(44) 1035 10(6.1) 0.234 3(0.7) 2(0.7) 1(0.6) 1.0002 1431 6(21) 8(4.9) 0.155 5/35 5/20 5/35
Carpal Tunnel ) 3 1) 11 38)  3(18) 0.276 3007 207 1(06) 1.000 2 920 74 2(12) 0.498 2/20 2/20 15/20
Syndrome
Disc Prolapse 35(7.8)  20(7) 15(9.2) 0.464 7(16) 621  1(0.6) 0.4302 22(49) 10(35) 12(74) 0.073 2/40 2/22 4/40
Tendovaginitis 34(7.6) 21(7.3) 13 (8) 0.853 1022) 7(24) 3(1.8) 1.0002 21 ( 12(42) 9(5.5) 0.643 1/30 1/23 5/30
Flexor a
Tendovaginitis 4(0.9) 3(1) 1(0.6) 1.000 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 2(0.4) 1(0.3) 1(0.6) 1.000 6/20 6/20
Cubital Tunnel
Syndrome 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0)
Cervical Spine 57 41
Syndrome 127) (43 1609 0.187 15(33) 11(38) 4(2.5) 0.588 3169 207) 11(67) 1.000 1/27 1/27 1/25
Thoracic Spine 1, 31) 1738 3(1.8) 0.276 102 103  0(0) 1.000 2 10022 7024 3(18) 1.000 2 1/25 1/25 10/15
Syndrome
Lumbar Spine 17 a
Syndrome “0O8 709 gy 0.743 1022) 828  2(12) 0.341 29 (64) 16(.6) 13(8) 0.425 1/401 1/20 3/40
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Cervical spine syndrome was reported by 12.6% of all participants and hence represents the
most often mentioned condition (n = 57). More than half of the participants suffering from cervical
spine syndrome stated that the syndrome occurred after they started working in the dental profession
(n = 31). About 9.8% of participants (n = 44) were diagnosed with a lumbar spine syndrome. Again,
more than half of the respondents reported that the syndrome occurred after starting their daily
routine in dental care (n = 29). Respectively, 7.7% of participants reported a diagnosis of disc
prolapse (1 = 35) or tendovaginitis (n = 34), respectively. In both cases, more than half of participants
stated that the occurrence was after they started working in the dental profession (n = 22; n = 21).
Furthermore, a comparison between each disease before and after starting work does not reveal any
significant differences.

3.4. Correlations with Age

The Spearman’s correlation coefficient for age and professional experience in years showed a very
strong correlation with r = 0.961 (p = 0.001); the correlation coefficient for age and number of general
diseases was moderate with r = 0.36 (p = 0.001) (Table 6). No correlation was found between the
number of body areas where MSDs were reportedly present in “lifetime” (r = 0.03, p = 0.56), 12-month
(r=-0.09, p = 0.06) and 7-day periods (r = 0.03, p = 0.49) and age (Table 6).

Table 6. Prevalence, number of general diseases as well as professional experience (in years) correlated

by age.
Prevalence, Number of General Diseases, Professional Experience Spearman-Rho  Significance p
Lifetime prevalence 0.03 0.56
12-month prevalence -0.09 0.06
7-day prevalence 0.03 0.49
Number of Typical medical conditions 0.36 0.001
Professional experience in years 0.94 0.001

4. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to identify the current prevalence of musculoskeletal disorders
among dentists and dental students in Germany. Regarding the increasing number of females pursuing
the dental profession [31-33,51], it seems important to carve out differences in MSD occurrence between
female and male dentists overall as well as viewed by affected body regions [1,3,4,7,35,36].

In our data, the reported total prevalence of musculoskeletal pain was very high, increasing from
7-day (65.6%) to 12-month (92%) to lifetime prevalence (95.8%). This pattern was also seen for pain
prevalence in the investigated body regions (Figure 2). In the trunk, the MSD prevalence for 7-day,
12-month and lifetime (neck: 42.7%-70.9%-78.4%, shoulder: 29.8%-55.6%-66.2%, lower back pain:
22.9%-45.8%-58.7%) was higher than in the upper and lower extremities (elbow: 3.6%—-8%—10.7%,
knee, 4.7%-9.6%-13.6%, ankle: 3.6%—-6.2%-7.8%), whereby the wrist (8.4%-20%-30%), especially the
right wrist, showed the highest values for the upper extremity.

These high prevalence values, especially in the trunk region, agree with the results of Lietz et al. [19],
who published a meta-analysis of 41 studies in Western countries. In these respective data, the neck
was the most affected body region (58.5%, 95% Cl= 46.0-71.0) throughout the last twelve months
followed by the lower back (56.4%, 95% CI = 46.1-66.8), shoulder (43.1%, 95% CI = 30.7-55.5) and upper
back (41.1%, 95% CI = 32.3-49.9). A study that investigated MSDs among German dentists in 2001 [18]
described the complaint “neck or pain during the last 7 days” in 68.6% of German practitioners.
Even more—86.7% of German practitioners—suffered from neck pain or back pain in the last twelve
months. It is difficult to compare Meyer et al.’s [18] results to the presented data. The authors did not
differentiate between neck and back pain since these two symptoms were evaluated in one question.
Our study, however, asked about neck pain, upper back pain and lower back pain separately. For a
valid comparison, we summed up the numbers of participants complaining about pain in at least
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one of the three body parts (neck, upper and lower back). In our study, 56.7% of dentists and dental
students reported “neck and back pain in the last seven days” and about 85.6% stated “neck and back
pain in the last twelve months”. Although the prevalence of “pain in the last seven days” in our study
was about 12% lower than the data published by Meyer et al. [18], the present findings were, overall,
very similar to the data collected 20 years ago.

As a second aim, we investigated the MSD distribution in female and male practitioners since it
is commonly known that the perception of pain differs between men and women [34]. While dental
practice was dominated by men in the past, in today’s Germany more and more women are working
as dentists [33]. Accordingly, the number of female students is almost twice as high as the number
of male students with an increasing tendency. In 2018, more women (full-time and part-time) were
working in the German health sector than men [52]. In our study, this trend was also reflected in
the gender distribution of the respondents, with almost 2/3 women and 1/3 men participating in this
survey. Furthermore, the data showed that the participating women were younger and had a lower
BMLI. The distribution of left and right-handed people between the genders in our study population
reflected the general population, meaning that more right-handed persons exist than left-handed.
In addition, female dentists stated to have less work experience, fewer total working hours and
hours of actual dental treatments per week than men—with proportionally equal time for office work.
Furthermore, they were more likely to be employees in an office practice (32.8%). Only 31% stated
that they were practice owners compared to 64.4% of their male counterparts, although both genders
nevertheless worked most often in a single-dentist practice. This trend can also be seen across the entire
German population, with women less likely to be self-employed and more likely to work part-time
than men do [52,53]. With regard to the variable total weekly “working time”, “treatment time” and
“administration time”, the available data for the work routine of male participants corresponded to the
information provided by Meyer et al. [18] almost 20 years ago, although our study found no association
between MSD prevalence and practice organization.

The regions of highest MSD prevalence (neck, shoulder, upper and lower back, Table 3, Figure 2)
were the same in both sexes. However, the actual prevalence, from a descriptive point of view,
was higher in women than in men, even though women work fewer hours per week than men. This is
evident for all three time intervals (7-day, 12-month and lifetime) investigated.

Despite the fact that the same patterns for MSDs in individual body regions (the trunk, the right
side of the upper extremity and left side lower extremity) existed in men and women, significantly
more women than men suffered from pain in the areas of highest prevalence (Table 4; Figure 2a—c).
The reasons why the lower back region was the only region where the pain prevalence was minimally
higher in men than in women should be investigated in further analyses. However, other studies
came to the same conclusion that there were significant differences in MSD occurrence between men
and women in the general population and specifically in the dental field [37,54,55]. Explanations
for the increased rate of MSDs in females might include a more sensitive perception of pain as well
as the influence of sociocultural, psychological and biological factors [56-58]. A study from the
Netherlands found that hormonal and reproductive factors and estrogen levels are associated with
chronic musculoskeletal pain, which makes women more prone to MSD than men [59]. Additionally,
the female musculoskeletal system can exert only two-thirds the force than the male system can [60];
therefore, it is more difficult for women to stabilize their body and compensate for the physical strain
linked to providing dental care.

In general, in regard to our data, women report more frequent pain. This is particularly evident in
our study by the fact that the symptom “pain in the last 7 days”, regarding all tested regions of the
musculoskeletal system, was perceived by more women than men. However, we found no significant
gender difference in the number of reported underlying general diseases.

Since the participants were predominantly right-handed (94%), a comparison of the right and
left body regions was also carried out for all body regions. The shoulder was the only body region
in which a significant difference (lifetime + 12-month time periods) between body sides occurred.
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The right side was more often affected than the left side. From a descriptive point of view, a uniform
pattern of complaints (independent of gender) was identified for all three investigated time periods.
We observed a higher pain prevalence on the right side of the body in the shoulder, elbow, wrist and
hip and on the contralateral side in the lower extremities (knee and ankle). This pattern is consistent
with the posture of dentists during treatment, which has been analyzed in other studies [21,24]. In this
context, however, information is missing as to whether the left-handed participants actually work in a
left-handed manner, i.e., whether there was a “mirror-inverted” arrangement of the treatment unit,
leading to mirror-inverted loading. This aspect should be considered more closely in future analyses.
Furthermore, we also consider asking about the more dominant or non-dominant working hand in
this context.

Since approximately 94% of the respondents were right-handed in our study population, it can be
assumed that the right hand is the hand used to perform demanding and fine motor tasks. Therefore,
itis understandable that “pain in the right wrist” was the most commonly reported complaint. However,
the work of the left hand should not be disregarded, as it is used for static activities and sometimes also
activities involving a certain amount of force, such as holding the cheek or tongue or simply holding a
mirror. Due to the double-sided strain, the discrepancy in symptoms between the right and left may be
too small to translate into a visible difference. The special role of the wrist is also underlined by the
fact that severe pain or restrictions in this region would interfere with or limit the optimal performance
of necessary activities significantly. In this context, the question arises as to what therapy could be
offered to alleviate musculoskeletal pain and whether the intake of Nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory
drugs (NSAID) is useful. However, this question should be investigated in further analyses.

Dentists are a profession with an exceptionally high prevalence of MSDs, as shown in comparison
with a data set collected in the German population [61]. In the latter, the general 12-month prevalence
of back pain was 25% in women and 16.9% in men, which was between 20-43% lower than in
the present study. When employees in various professions in Germany were studied, a higher
percentage—48%—compared to the general population stated that they suffered from pain in the back
and neck [62]. This percentage was comparable to the 12-month prevalence of neck and back pain
in this study’s sample, but less than our identified lifetime prevalence. In this context, we want to
stress that the overall higher prevalence of MSDs in dentists is associated with the numerous MSD
risk factors of dental work, which include uninterrupted work, psychologically stressful work, a high
number of treated patients, positive correlation with certain dental working tasks, administrative work
at a desk, vibrations during work and holding a position for a long time [19]. However, we found a
concordance regarding the most painful areas reported between dentists in our sample and the general
population (lower back followed by the neck, the shoulder and the knee) [63].

An important question arises as to whether the complaints worsen with age or work experience.
However, numerous studies report that MSDs increase with age [17]. This could not be confirmed
in our data set since no correlation was present between age and the occurrence of MSD in different
body areas over any period of time (7-day, 12-month, lifetime). We observed a very strong correlation
between age and job experience (p = 0.001) in our data; the same can be assumed for the correlation
between the number of MSDs in different body areas and job experience. However, studies exist that
are in line with our findings and have even shown slightly negative correlations between age/job
experience and MSDs [14,15,64]. Furthermore, the observation of a non-correlation is supported by the
fact that even dental students suffer from MSD [65,66]. A possible explanation for the lacking effect
of age on MSD prevalence could be a better adjusted working position and techniques implemented
by experienced dentists to avoid musculoskeletal problems [67]. Furthermore, it is also possible that
those dentists suffering from severe MSD retire early and the healthier ones continue working in
the profession. However, a moderate correlation between age and the number of typical medical
conditions was found since complaints of different body regions accumulate with increasing age.

In total, the age distribution of participants matched the available official demographic data
of practicing dentists in Germany who are more likely to be female and younger than their male
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colleagues [47]. With such a young group of subjects (median age: 39.5 years) it can be assumed that
they are also more acquainted to filling out online questionnaires than older people. Whether the same
findings would have resulted in a paper—pencil version of the survey or whether elderly practitioners
would have taken part in the online version at all remains unclear. However, since age is not correlated
with MSD prevalence, no change in MSD prevalence would be expected in a potential older study
population. Since about 2/3 of the participants were women, this may also be related to the high MSD
prevalence in our sample. In this context, it should also be taken into account that there is a different
perception of pain between men and women and therefore female participants might have a greater
interest in this topic. However, since this distribution of participants reflects the reality in Germany,
a certain external validity of the gathered data can be assumed.

Future research is necessary, not only in relation to dental equipment or the ergonomic
environment, but also focused on those dentists who suffer from MSD versus the ones who do
not. The many differences in MDS occurrence might be due to different working postures, setups
or habits (using indirect working or surgical loupes, adjusting the patient and the dentist’s position
optimally or taking breaks regularly), a divergent arrangement of the work inventory, the training
condition of the musculoskeletal system or cooperation with the dental assistant. Therefore, personal
and professional characteristics must be considered more closely. Protective behavior could include
attending ergonomic training, relaxing training or learning about coping strategies to reduce stress at
work and after work. After identifying possible preventive and protective factors, these must be tested
in a follow-up study to prove these effects.

Above all, our knowledge in relation to ergonomic working has constantly increased [68,69].
However, a great need for improvement remains in relation to dental professionals implementing
ergonomic habits more effectively in their daily working routine, especially because these habits affect
their own health directly. The results of the present study confirm the findings of many international
studies [1-19], which report a worldwide high prevalence of MSDs and pain in the dental profession.
These rates of MSD prevalence are especially high in female dentists and have remained the same for
the past 20 years [18].

5. Conclusions

In German dentists and dental students, the prevalence of MSDs—especially in the neck, shoulder
and back area—was found to be very high and higher than the observed rates in the German population.
Female dental professionals reported an even higher MSD prevalence than their male counterparts
regarding all body regions surveyed. Furthermore, female dentists were younger, had a lower BMI and
worked, in general, fewer hours per week. Consequently, such factors should be taken into account
when behavioral preventive measures, e.g., the design of job-related strength training, or the therapy
of MSDs is implemented.
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