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INTRODUCTION
Fear and anxiety related to dental care providers or dental treatment are 
considered significant barriers to quality dental care [1], which might 
compel paediatric dentists to consider using advanced behavioural 
management techniques like general anaesthesia. Therefore, the 
success of paediatric dentistry relies on employing the best methods 
and techniques to interact and establish a friendly relationship with 
paediatric patients in a comfortable atmosphere from the first visit 
[2]. When a paediatric patient first enters the dental clinic, the 
dentist’s attire is usually the first component they notice. Moreover, 
during this initial visual impression, the child judges, analyses, and 
registers the dentist’s movements, communication, and attire [3]. 
Dentists’ attire includes their choice of clothes and PPE required to 
adhere to infection control measures. The traditional white coat is 
one of the main attires worn by healthcare professionals. Fear of 
the white coat is one of the most prevalent fears among children [4], 
which, in turn, can act as a barrier to visiting the dentist and receiving 
the necessary dental treatment promptly [5]. Investigating and 
understanding the paediatric patient’s preferences and perceptions 
towards the dentist’s attire can help in establishing a more effective 
and smoother relationship with them. Therefore, multiple studies 
[1,6-15] have investigated the influence of the dentist’s attire on 
children’s perception and preferences, with the traditional white coat 
being found to be the preferred attire by children in some studies 
[1,6,8,9,11-14], while others reported that colourful and cartoonish 
attires were preferred, especially among younger or anxious children 

[7,8,13]. The dentist’s gender was also examined, with some studies 
finding that children preferred to be treated by a dentist of the same 
gender [1,12,14], while others reported a preference for female 
dentists, particularly among highly anxious patients [6,15]. In the 
Middle East, a few studies have investigated children’s preferences 
and perceptions of their paediatric dentist’s attire [9,13]. However, 
the dental literature still lacks these reports, and more studies are 
needed to better understand paediatric patients’ preferences and 
perceptions towards their dentists. Therefore, the present study 
aimed to determine the children’s preferences and perceptions of 
their paediatric dentist’s attire and PPE among four to 12-year-old 
children attending King Abdulaziz University. The study also aimed to 
understand the differences in preferences and perceptions between 
male and female children and children in different age groups 
(4-8 years and 9-12 years).

MATERIALS AND METHODS
This cross-sectional study recruited children attending Department 
of Paediatric Dentistry, King Abdulaziz University, Jeddah, Saudi 
Arabia for dental treatment with their parents/guardians between 
February 2022 and April 2022. The study was approved by the 
Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Dentistry, King 
Abdulaziz University (approval number: 4376410). The reporting of 
the study was guided by the checklist from the Strengthening the 
Reporting of Observational Studies in Epidemiology (STROBE) [16]. 
The study included four to 12-year-old Arabic-speaking children. 
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ABSTRACT
Introduction: Dentists’ attire includes their choice of clothes 
and Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) required to follow 
infection control measures. Investigating and understanding 
the paediatric patient’s preferences and perceptions towards 
the dentist’s attire can aid in establishing a more efficient and 
smoother relationship between them.

Aim: To determine the children’s preferences and perceptions 
of their paediatric dentist’s attire and PPE among four to 12-
year-old children.

Materials and Methods: This cross-sectional study included four 
to 12-year-old Arabic-speaking children attending Department 
of Paediatric Dentistry, King Abdulaziz University, Jeddah, Saudi 
Arabia for dental treatment with their parents/guardians between 
February 2022 and April 2022. Data were collected from the 
participants using a validated Arabic electronic questionnaire to 
determine their preferences regarding different parts and types 
of the dentist’s attire and PPE, as well as their perceptions and 
feelings of comfort towards the dentist wearing the full standard 
PPE. Data were summarised as frequencies and percentages 

for categorical variables or means and standard deviations for 
continuous variables. The significance threshold was set at 0.05.

Results: A total of 362 participants with a mean age of 8.4±2.3 
years and their parents/guardians participated in the study. 
Female dentists were significantly more favoured by both male 
and female participants, with statistical significance among 
females (p<0.001) and younger participants (p<0.001). Both 
males and females (p=0.025) and older participants (p=0.001) 
significantly favoured the traditional white coats over colourful 
paediatric coats. Furthermore, older participants significantly 
preferred surgical masks over paediatric masks (p<0.001), face 
shields as eye protection (p<0.001), and no head cover over 
colourful paediatric caps (p<0.001). Male participants showed 
significantly better acceptability towards the dentist wearing the 
full standard PPE.

Conclusion: Both genders and younger children preferred 
female dentists. The traditional white coat is the most preferred 
attire by both genders and older children. Male and older 
children showed higher acceptability for the full standard PPE.
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The aim of the study was explained verbally to the parents/guardians 
of eligible children by a single trained dentist.

inclusion and exclusion criteria: The parents/guardians who 
agreed to participate were asked to sign an Arabic consent form 
before participation. Additionally, an assent form was obtained from 
seven to 12-year-old children. Only one child was included in the 
study for parents/guardians accompanying more than one eligible 
child. Both participants and their included parents/guardians were 
asked to answer a validated Arabic electronic questionnaire on a 
tablet device. Children and/or parents/guardians who were non 
Arabic speaking and children of parents who refused to participate 
were excluded.

Sample size calculation: Using nQuery software, based on a 
previous study [10], it was estimated that when the sample size 
in each age or gender group was 120 subjects, a two-group Chi-
square test with a 5% two-sided significance level would have 80% 
power. Hence, it was decided to aim for a minimum of 120 in each 
of the gender and age categories.

Study Procedure
The study entailed collecting data via a validated Arabic electronic 
questionnaire that was created and validated by the authors 
targeting the parents/guardians and the children participants. The 
questionnaire was initially designed in English and subsequently 
translated into Arabic. To validate the questionnaire, the translated 
version was then presented to three paediatric dentist consultants 
to obtain expert opinions, and their comments were considered and 
adopted. After that, the questionnaire was administered to 10 children 
and their parents/guardians who were asked to fill in the survey 
and offer their opinions on whether they had trouble understanding 
or answering any of the included questions. Two weeks later, the 
questionnaire was administered again to five of them, which showed 
high reliability (weighted kappa=0.817). The questionnaire consisted 
of three parts. In the first part, the participating parents/guardians 
answered seven questions about their participating child’s age, 
gender, nationality, previous medical history, number of previous 
dental visits, type of treatment provided, and parental assessment of 
their child’s behaviour during the previous visits. They also answered 
four questions regarding their demographics including age, marital 
status, level of education, and the number of children they have.

The second part of the questionnaire included 11 questions showing 
photographs of dentists taken by the researchers. Younger participants 
answered this part of the questionnaire with parental guidance, if 
needed, to demonstrate their preference regarding different parts 
and types of dentists’ attire and PPE. First, the participants were 
asked whether they preferred a male or female dentist. After stating 
their preference, photos of dentists of the same gender they chose 
as their preference were introduced to the participants. The photos 
of the male and female dentists were taken while maintaining similar 
postures and neutral facial expressions to avoid bias. The participants 
were asked to select their preferred dentist’s main attire, face 
protection, eye protection, the colour of disposable isolation gowns, 
and head covering. The dentists photographed were not involved 
in any data collection or dental treatment for the children. Once 
they had made their choices, they were not allowed to backtrack to 
change their answer. To ensure each question was answered, there 
was no option to state no preference. An illustration of the second 
part of the questionnaire is presented in [Table/Fig-1,2].

The third part of the questionnaire, consisting of seven questions, was 
regarding the participant’s perception and feelings of comfort toward 
the dentist wearing the full standard PPE protocol demonstrated by 
a photo of a male or female dentist wearing a traditional white coat 
with a disposable yellow isolation gown, a surgical face mask, a face 
shield, and blue vinyl surgical gloves. The questions in the third part 
of the questionnaire were based on the questionnaire of de Amorim 
CS et al., study, but the photos were taken by the researchers [10]. 

[Table/Fig-1]: Photos of male dentists with main attires, face protection, eye 
protection, colour of disposable isolation gowns, and head coverings.

[Table/Fig-2]: Photos of female dentists with main attires, face protection, eye 
protection, colour of disposable isolation gowns, and head coverings.

Younger participants answered this part of the questionnaire with 
parental guidance if needed. [Table/Fig-3] illustrates the photos of 
a male and a female dentist wearing the full standard PPE protocol, 
which was shown in the third part of the questionnaire. A copy of the 
questionnaire is provided as a supplementary document.
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STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
Data were summarised as frequency and percentages for categorical 
variables or means and Standard Deviations (SD) for continuous 
variables. Participants were stratified by age (4-8 years and 9-12 
years) and gender (male and female), and then comparisons of 
participants’ preferences were made using the chi-square test. All 
statistical analyses were done using The Statistical Package for 
Social Science software for Windows (SPSS) version 23.0.

RESULTS
The study included 362 participants and their parents/guardians 
with a mean age of 8.4±2.3 years. 241 (66.6%) of the participants 
were females and 309 (85.4%) were Saudi citizens. The majority 
of the participating guardians, 249 (68.8%), were mothers, and 
192 (53%) had a university or higher-level education. [Table/Fig-4] 
displays the demographic characteristics of the participants and 
their participating parents/guardians.

[Table/Fig-3]: A male and female dentist wearing the full standard Personal 
Protective Equipment (PPE).

Variables Categories n (%)

Demographic characteristics of the participants

Age in years

Mean±SD 8.4±2.3

4-8 192 (53.0)

>8-12 170 (47.0)

Gender
Female 241 (66.6)

Male 121 (33.4)

Nationality
Saudi 309 (85.4)

Non Saudi 53 (14.6)

Demographic characteristics of the participating children’s parents/guardians

Age in years Mean±SD 40.2±8.1

Participating parents/
guardians

Mother 249 (68.8)

Father 91 (25.1)

Others 22 (6.1)

Marital status

Married 344 (95.0)

Divorced 6 (1.7)

Widowed 12 (3.3)

Level of education

Less than high school 44 (12.1)

High school and diploma 126 (34.8)

University and higher education 192 (53.0)

Number of children

1-2 52 (14.4)

3-4 181 (50.0)

5 or more 129 (35.6)

[Table/Fig-4]: Demographic characteristics of the participants and their participating 
parents/guardians.

their participating parents/guardians, most of the participants 258 
(71.3%) were cooperative throughout their prior dental visits. [Table/
Fig-5] provides more specific information about the participants’ 
previous medical and dental histories.

Variables Categories n (%)

Medical history
Healthy 341 (94.2)

Medical condition† 21 (5.8)

Number of previous 
dental visits

None 21 (5.8)

<5 177 (48.9)

5 or more 164 (45.3)

Previous dental treatment 
provided (choose all that 
apply)

Dental examination 338 (93.4)

Radiographs 319 (88.1)

Prophy and fluoride 274 (75.7)

Local anaesthesia 253 (69.9)

Restorations 227 (62.7)

Pulpotomy/pulpectomy 91 (25.1)

Extractions 183 (50.6)

Parental assessment of 
their child’s behaviour 
during previous dental 
visits

Cooperative 258 (71.3)

Uncooperative but 
allowed treatment

61 (16.9)

Uncooperative and did 
not allow treatment

43 (11.9)

[Table/Fig-5]: Participants’ medical and previous dental histories.
†The reported medical conditions included asthma (the most common), G6PD deficiency, cardiac 
diseases, growth hormone deficiency, and seizures

question Preference

gender of the participants

p-value
Female n=241 

n (%)
male n=121 

n (%)

Which 
of these 
doctors 
will you 
choose for 
your dental 
care?

1-Dentist gender

Male dentist 52 (21.6) 58 (47.9)
<0.001*

Female dentist 189 (78.4) 63 (52.1)

2- Dentist main attire 

White coat 156 (64.7) 68 (56.2)
0.115

Gown 85 (35.3) 53 (43.8)

3- Dentist main attire 

White coat 163 (67.6) 77 (63.6)
0.448

Blue scrub 78 (32.4) 44 (36.4)

4- Dentist main attire 

White coat 177 (73.4) 75 (62.0)
0.025*

Paediatric coat 64 (26.6) 46 (38.0)

5- Dentist face protection

Surgical mask 148 (61.4) 76 (62.8)
0.796

N95 mask 93 (38.6) 45 (37.2)

6- Dentist face protection

Surgical mask 134 (55.6) 76 (62.8)
0.190

Paediatric mask 107 (44.4) 45 (37.2)

7- Dentist eye protection 

Goggles 61 (25.3) 26 (21.5)

0.197Face shield 128 (53.1) 76 (62.8)

None 52 (21.6) 19 (15.7)

According to [Table/Fig-6], considerably more female respondents 
189 (78.4%) favoured female dentists compared to 63 (52.1%) male 
respondents (p<0.001). Both genders preferred traditional white 
coats significantly over colourful paediatric coats (p=0.025), and 
blue disposable isolation gowns over the yellow ones (p=0.024). 
Finally, male participants showed significantly better acceptability 
regarding the participants’ perception and comfort with the dentist 
wearing the full standard PPE.

The vast majority of the participants 341 (94.2%) were healthy. 
Most of them had previous dental visits 341 (94.2%), with dental 
examinations being the major previously received dental care 
319 (93.4%), followed by radiographs 319 (88.1%). According to 
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The participants’ preferences for the dentist appearance according 
to age has been listed in [Table/Fig-7]. The majority of younger (4-8 
years) participants (n=154, 80.2%) significantly favoured female 
dentists compared to 93 (54.7%) of the older (9-12 years) participants 
(p<0.001). While older participants significantly preferred a dentist 
wearing a traditional white coat over a colourful paediatric coat 
(p=0.001). Furthermore, older participants 123 (72.4%) preferred the 
surgical mask over the paediatric mask (p<0.001) and face shield 113 
(66.4%) as eye protection equipment over goggles or no protection 
(p<0.001). Regarding the head covering, older participants 131 
(77.1%) preferred a dentist without a head cover over a colourful 
paediatric cap (p<0.001). Most answers to the questions regarding the 
participants’ perception of the dentist wearing full PPE were positive.

8- Dentist disposable isolation gown colour 

Yellow 71 (29.5) 50 (41.3) 0.024*

Blue 170 (70.5) 71 (58.7)

9- Dentist head covering

No head covering 142 (58.9) 75 (62.0)
0.575

Surgical cap 99 (41.1) 46 (38.0)

10- Dentist head covering

No head covering 165 (68.5) 77 (63.6)
0.357

Paediatric cap 76 (31.5) 44 (36.4)

11- Dentist head covering

No head covering 142 (58.9) 71 (58.7)
0.965

Coloured cap 99 (41.1) 50 (41.3)

Participant’s perception of the full standard PPe

Will you be happy if this doctor 
treated your teeth? (Yes)

118 (49.0) 86 (71.1) <0.001*

Do you think this doctor can be 
your friend? (Yes)

110 (45.6) 66 (54.5) 0.110

Do you think this doctor will treat 
your teeth properly? (Yes)

115 (47.7) 85 (70.2) <0.001*

Do you like the clothes of this 
doctor? (Yes)

114 (47.3) 76 (62.8) 0.005*

Will you recommend this doctor 
to your friends? (Yes)

124 (51.5) 52 (43.0) 0.128

Are you scared of this doctor? (No) 40 (16.6) 20 (16.5) 0.987

Do you think this doctor will 
make you feel pain? (No)

61 (25.3) 37 (30.6) 0.287

[Table/Fig-6]: Participants’ preferences and perception of the dentist’s appearance, 
stratified by gender.
*Statistically significant; PPE: Personal protective equipment

question Preference

age of the participants

p-value
4-8 years 

n=192 n (%)
9-12 years 

n=170 n (%)

Which of these 
doctors will you 
choose for your 
dental care?

1-Dentist gender

Male dentist 38 (19.8) 77 (45.3)
<0.001*

Female dentist 154 (80.2) 93 (54.7)

2- Dentist main attire 

White coat 126 (65.6) 98 (57.6)
0.119

Gown 66 (34.4) 72 (42.4)

3- Dentist main attire 

White coat 30 (67.7) 10 (64.7)
0.546

Blue scrub 62 (32.3) 60 (35.3)

4- Dentist main attire 

White coat 119 (62.0) 133 (78.2)
<0.001*

Paediatric coat 73 (38.0) 37 (21.8)

5- Dentist face protection

Surgical mask 122 (63.5) 102 (60.0)
0.489

N95 mask 70 (36.5) 68 (40.0)

6- Dentist face protection

Surgical mask 87 (45.3) 123 (72.4)
<0.001*

Paediatric mask 105 (54.7) 47 (27.6)

7- Dentist eye protection 

Goggles 53 (27.6) 34 (20.0)

0.001*Face shield 91 (47.4) 113 (66.4)

None 48 (25.0) 23 (13.5)

8- Dentist disposable isolation gown colour 

Yellow 66 (34.4) 55 (32.4)
0.684

Blue 126 (65.6) 115 (67.6)

9- Dentist head covering

No head covering 114 (59.4) 103 (60.6)
0.814

Surgical cap 78 (40.6) 67 (39.4)

10- Dentist head covering

No head covering 111 (57.8) 131 (77.1)
<0.001*

Paediatric cap 81 (42.2) 39 (22.9)

11- Dentist head covering

No head covering 113 (58.9) 100 (58.8)
0.995

Coloured cap 79 (41.1) 70 (41.2)

Participant’s perception of the full standard PPe

Will you be happy if this doctor treated 
your teeth? (Yes)

105 (54.7) 99 (58.2) 0.497

Do you think this doctor can be your 
friend? (Yes)

85 (44.3) 91 (53.5) 0.079

Do you think this doctor will treat your 
teeth properly? (Yes)

104 (54.2) 96 (56.5) 0.660

Do you like the clothes of this doctor? (Yes) 92 (47.9) 98 (57.6) 0.064

Will you recommend this doctor to your 
friends? (Yes)

73 (38.0) 103 (60.6) <0.001*

Are you scared of this doctor? (No) 38 (19.8) 22 (13.9) 0.080

Do you think this doctor will make you 
feel pain? (No)

59 (30.7) 39 (22.9) 0.096

[Table/Fig-7]: Participants’ preferences and perception of the dentist’s appearance, 
stratified by age.
*Statistically significant; PPE: Personal protective equipment

DISCUSSION
The present study was conducted to determine the children’s 
preference and perception of their paediatric dentist’s attire and PPE 
among four-12-year-old children, and female dentists were more 
favoured by both genders and younger participants. Both males 
and females and older participants favoured traditional white coats. 
Furthermore, older participants preferred surgical masks, face 
shields, and no head cover. Male and older participants showed 
better acceptability to the dentist wearing the full standard PPE.

While multiple other previously published studies reported that children, 
regardless of their gender, prefer a female dentist [6,15]. In 2015, 
Nirmala S et al., investigated the preferred dentist attire and gender 
among nine-14-year-old children and reported that female dentists 
were preferred among the highly anxious children [15]. This finding was 
attributed to the perception that female dentists are believed to be more 
caring and have more empathy [1]. Similarly, regardless of age, male 
and female children included in the study preferred a female dentist.

Furthermore, the present study found that younger children preferred 
the paediatric mask over the surgical mask and the colourful 
paediatric cap over the no-cap option, which again reinforces the 
notion that younger children prefer colourful attire over other options. 
This result is compatible with the previously cited study from Brazil, 
which also showed that younger children have a more positive 
perception towards a dentist wearing a printed face mask when 
compared to a white mask [10].

The traditional white coat was the preferred attire by the included 
children, especially older ones, which is consistent with what was 
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how their dentist dressed during previous appointments. Additionally, 
some young children may not have fully understood the differences 
between the various dentist attires due to their age. In the future, a 
larger sample size from different regions representing the children’s 
population in Saudi Arabia could be selected, considering the social, 
economic, and cultural variations amongst children in the country.

CONCLUSION(S)
Females and younger children preferred female dentists. The traditional 
white coat was the most preferred attire for both genders and older 
children. Both males and females preferred blue gowns over yellow 
gowns. Older male children preferred dentists wearing a surgical 
mask, a face shield, and no head covering. Male and older children 
showed high acceptability for the full standard PPE. Understanding 
children’s psychology and perception towards dentists can help in 
providing a friendlier and more comfortable environment in the dental 
operatory for children, considering attire to ease a child’s anxiety and 
provide them with the best dental experience possible.
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reported by several previously published studies among older children 
in different populations [1,6,8,9,11-14]. In Saudi Arabia, Almutairi 
MA and Al-Essa EA in 2016 investigated the children’s and parents’ 
preference toward the attire of dentists and reported that the traditional 
white coat was the favourite attire of both children and their parents 
[6]. Also, Bahammam S, assessed the children’s preferences toward 
their dentist attire and reported that a white coat with a white scarf 
was the most preferred attire [9]. This could be because the traditional 
white coat encourages trust, professionalism, exemplifies cleanliness, 
and is the most spotted attire by healthcare providers [16].

Additionally, the findings showed more preference for the coloured 
paediatric coat with cartoon characters over the traditional white 
coat among the younger age group of children. This finding is similar 
to previously published studies, in which coloured attire was reported 
to be more favoured than the traditional white coat by the younger 
and dentally anxious children [7,8,13]. This can be attributed to the 
fact that the traditional white coat may trigger anxiety in children 
with previous negative experiences with healthcare professionals 
(white coat syndrome). Also, the colourful prints lessen fear, increase 
the excitement for the dentist appointment, and create a positive 
environment, especially among younger and anxious children.

As colours play a significant role in the decision-making process, 
participating children showed a significantly higher preference for 
blue disposable gowns over yellow ones. When the association 
between colour and emotions in a dental clinic among 6-12-year-
old children was investigated, blue and yellow enhanced a positive 
dental attitude among children [17].

There were no significant differences between the different forms of 
eye protection amongst male and female children. However, when 
comparing the two age groups, the face shield was the preferred 
choice for both groups compared to goggles or a dentist without 
any eye protection. This preference may be due to the popularity of 
face shields as eye protection for King Abdulaziz University Dental 
Hospital (KAUDH) dental care providers.

The study aimed to gain insight into the children’s perception of 
the dentists shown. This was achieved by asking questions about 
a typically dressed dentist in KAUDH, providing insights into the 
participants’ comfort levels towards the dentist. All responses 
indicated a positive perception of the dentist, except for one 
question where younger children were less likely to recommend 
the photographed dentist to their friends. This suggests that older 
children enjoy dental visits more and are more likely to recommend 
the dentist to their friends.

Limitation(s)
There were some limitations to this study. All participants were 
recruited from KAUDH, so the results cannot be generalised to the 
Saudi child population. Preferences may be related to the child’s 
personality, anxiety level, previous experiences in the dental clinic, or 
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