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ABSTRACT
Aim: The objective of this cross-sectional descriptive study was to survey patients’ preferences to the factors which contribute to 
the overall looks of the dentist like dental clinical attire, hairdo, makeup, jewelry, presence of beard, preference for name badges, 
commonly used cross-infection control measures and attributes to be present in clinician.
Method: The sample size included 150 patients in the age group of 20-35 years reporting to the out-patient department. A 12 
points questionnaire was developed to gather the data accompanied by photographs.
Result: Majority of patients in the study considered dental clinical attire was important (68%). Scrubs (46%) followed by white 
coats (45.3%) were the clinical attires of choice. The white coat was ranked highest in attributes of cleanliness, authority, trust-
worthiness, approachability and professionalism. 50.7% reported it did not matter what attire was worn under the white coat. 
Pony or braided hair (39.3%) was rated highest, make up (57.3%) and jewelry (54%) was felt as not important. Males preferred 
their dentist to be clean shave (53.3%) whereas female subjects said it does not matter (53.3%).90.7% preferred name badges. 
Majority expected their dentist to wear a face mask and head cap. Amongst the attributes that should be present in clinician, 
knowledge of the clinician was rated highest (70.7%) followed by trustworthiness, approachability, cleanliness and authority.
Conclusion: The results of this study have relevance for clinicians, policy makers and students and will further help in strength-
ening the bond with the patients who continue to prefer a professionally dressed clinician.
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INTRODUCTION

Professionalism is an image to encourage a successful doc-
tor-patient relationship thereby empowering the base of ef-
fective patient care1. The patient forms an initial impression 
of the clinician at the first meeting and a fundamental con-
nection is established2. Substantial research regarding the 
professional image of doctors has been done,3-7 but it is more 
specifically relating to the medical professionals, little litera-
ture has been produced specifically to dental profession.8-10 
No such study has been conducted in North India, and only 
a few studies have been conducted in South India to find 
out the preferences of Indians toward various professional 
outfits.11-13

Traditionally, the white coat has been worn by the medical 
personnel, but nowadays, scrubs are also worn in many parts 
of the world. The concept of white coat and aseptic surgery 
was introduced by Lister in the late 19th century as a shield 
to prevent contamination.8 Nowadays, professionals and stu-
dents have become more casual about selecting their clinical 
professional appearances. Although professional appearance 
is the first impression that may influence patients’ expecta-
tions of the professional’s care and competence, it has also 
been linked to dental anxiety, confidence, authority, friendli-
ness, compliance and trust.14,15

While we are aware that the attire and the attitude of a health-
care professional are very important, there are other factors 
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also affecting the appearance, like hairdo, makeup, jewelry 
and accessories worn as part of the infection control meas-
ures. To the best of our knowledge, no study has considered 
all these factors as they together make an impact on the 
dentists’ appearance. This study is an effort to find out the 
patients’ preferences to the factors which contribute to the 
overall looks of the dentist. The results of this study would 
help us in striking a balance as to what should be an essential 
part of the appearance and on which factors the dentist can 
take some liberty following patient opinion. It will also help 
us in reinforcing these facts to the dental students.

METHODS

The present cross-sectional descriptive study was conducted 
using survey methodology on new patients attending the out-
patient department of the Institute (Faculty of Dentistry, Ja-
mia Millia Islamia). A self-completion bilingual (Hindi and 
English) questionnaire was developed to know the patients’ 
views on dental clinical attire, appearance, hairdo, and sev-
eral cross-infection control procedures (Annexure 1). A pi-
lot run for the study was done on 30 patients to validate the 
questionnaire.

The sample included 150 new patients (80 males and 70 fe-
males) between the age group of 20-35years and having a 
minimum graduation level of education. The questionnaires 
were distributed to the patients by nonclinical reception staff 
in the waiting area before an initial consultation appointment 
and written informed consent was taken. The survey was 
conducted for over four weeks.  The questionnaire included 
the patients’ demographic information (age, sex, and educa-
tion) and the questions (along with relevant photographs at-
tached to the back of the question) framed to gain informa-
tion on patients’ preferences in the following areas:

•	 Attire (question 1-4, Annexure 1), 
•	 appearance (question 5-9, Annexure 1), 
•	 cross-infection measures, (question 10-11, Annexure 1) 

and 
•	 attributes to be present in clinician.(Question 12, An-

nexure 1) 

In the attire group the first question (Question 1) was asked 
to rate how important they felt dental clinical attire was by 
using a modified Likert scale (1 = very important, 2 = im-
portant, 3 = quite important, 4 = unimportant). The second 
question (Question 2) was related to patients’ preference for 
different clinical attire (Fig.1), the photographs displayed 
male and female models wearing white coats, formals, casu-
als, and dental scrubs. The background, hairdo, models were 
the same in all the attires and only the clinical attire was dif-
ferent to remove bias.

The next question (Question 3) was regarding the attribute 
that was most linked to each clinical attire. The fourth 

question (Question 4) was related to their preferences for 
different outfits worn under the white coats. The photo-
graphs portrayed a female dressed in 3 most commonly 
worn attires (Fig 2) in India: saree, suit, and western out-
fits in trousers. 

The fifth question (Question 5) was framed to find out the 
patients’ preference for different hairstyles. The photograph 
(Figure 3) displayed 3 hairstyles viz: loose hair, braided 
pony, and bun.

The sixth question was framed to anticipate the patient’s 
preference for makeup worn by the dentist. The accompany-
ing photo showed commonly used makeup items like lip-
stick, nail paint, foundation and bindi (forehead dot wore by 
Indian females)

The next question (Question 7) related to the appearance of 
the male dentist in which the patients were asked for their 
preference for a clean-shaven or dentist with the beard. The 
eighth and ninth questions asked about the patients’ prefer-
ence for name badges and jewelry (necklace, bangles, rings, 
and earrings) worn by the dentist respectively. The tenth and 
eleventh questions asked about their preference to cross-in-
fection measures like facemask and head cap (Fig.4). The 
last question (question 12) was framed to find the hierarchy 
of importance, in the patients’ perspective, for the followings 
attributes: cleanliness, authority, trustworthiness, approach-
ability, and Knowledge. 

After the completion of the questionnaires, they were col-
lected and checked for their completeness and sent for sta-
tistical analysis.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

The data were analyzed by SPSS (21.0 version). A chi-square 
test was used for frequency analysis. The level of statistical 
significance was set at a p-value of less than 0.05. A p-value 
<0.05 was accepted as significant with 95% CI. Summarized 
data is presented using Tables 1-10.

RESULTS

The study was done to assess patient preference for clinical 
attire, hairdo, and cross-infection control measures. A total 
of 150 questionnaires were filled. The first question was to 
find out the importance of the dentist’s dress in the patients’ 
perspective. 68% of patients rated the significance of a den-
tist dresses as very important or important, while only twelve 
patients (8%) felt it was unimportant. There was no statisti-
cally significant difference in responses among males and 
females (p>0.05). (Table 1)

When asked about which clinical attire amongst white 
coat, casuals, formals, or scrubs, (Figure 1, question 2) 
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was appropriate for a dentist to wear in clinics, significant 
differences were seen as p<0.05. 91.3% of the study sub-
jects selected either white coats or scrubs. Males (52%) 
voted more for white coats whereas females (49.3%) vot-
ed more for scrubs. (Table 2)

When asked about which clinical attire best-portrayed attrib-
utes of cleanliness, authority, trustworthiness, approachabil-
ity, and professionalism, (Table 3) the white coat was ranked 
highest for all attributes. White coat conveyed the attributes 
in the following sequence: cleanliness>trustworthiness>appr
oachability followed by authority and professionalism which 
were rated similarly. Significant differences were seen in the 
response rate among males and females for an outfit that best 
portrays for professionalism, where the majority of the males 
(50.7%) linked it with scrubs whereas females 50.7% said 
its best portrayed by white coats.20.7% linked formals to 
professionalism whereas this attire was ranked low in other 
attributes. Casuals were ranked least for all the attributes 
amongst all the attires. Scrubs were rated the second-highest 
in the attires amongst all the attributes. Scrubs conveyed the 
attributes in the following sequence: professionalism > trust-
worthiness > approachability > cleanliness >authority.

When patients were asked about the outfit of choice for a 
female dentist from amongst saree, suit, and western formals 
(trousers and shirt), 50.7% reported it does not matter, fol-
lowed by 36% who responded for Indian suit. No difference 
was seen in the distribution rates among males and females 
as p>0.05. (Table 4)

When patients were asked about the choice of hairstyle for a 
female dentist, pony, or braided hair (39.3%) was rated high-

est, followed by hair bun (34.7%). No significant difference 
was seen in the response rate of males and females, though 
males opted the highest for braided hair and females opted 
the bun as the highest preference (Table 5). When study sub-
jects were asked whether female dentists should wear make-
up or not, the majority of them responded it does not matter 
(57.3%) and no significant difference was observed in the 
males’ and females’ responses (Table 6). Significant differ-
ences were seen in the response when subjects were asked 
about which style (clean-shaven or bearded) do you prefer 
for your male dentist as p<0.05. The majority of the males 
preferred their dentist to be clean shave (53.3%) whereas 
the majority of the female subjects said it does not matter 
(53.3%) (Table 7).

When patients were asked whether dental professional 
should wear name badges or not, (90.7%) responded yes 
(Table 8). Regarding the patients’ preference for their female 
dentist to wear jewelry, 54% of patients said it did not matter 
and 32% said no to jewelry. (Table 9)

All the patients (100%) said they expected their dentist to 
wear a face mask while treating them (Table 10) whereas 
83.3% expected the dentist to wear a head cap (Table 11).

When study subjects were asked about the hierarchy of 
importance of attributes that should be present in a den-
tist, amongst cleanliness, authority, trustworthiness, ap-
proachability, and knowledge (Table 12), the knowledge 
of the patient out rightly was rated highest (70.7%) fol-
lowed by trustworthiness, approachability, cleanliness, 
and authority.

Table 1:  How important is the way your dentist dresses?
How important is the way your dentist dresses?

Not important Quite important Important Most important

Sex Male 6.7% 20.0% 41.3% 32.0%

Female 9.3% 28.0% 41.3% 21.3%

Total 8.0% 24.0% 41.3% 26.7%

P value 0.402

Table 2: Which outfits shown in pictures 1a-d, are the most appropriate for a Dentist to wear?
Which outfits shown in pictures 1a-d, are the most appropriate for a Dentist to wear?

WHITE COAT 
(fig 1a)

FORMALS 
(fig 1b)

CASUALS   
( fig 1c)

SCRUBS     
( fig 1d)

Sex Male 52.0% 2.7% 2.7% 42.7%

Female 38.7% 9.3% 2.7% 49.3%

Total 45.3% 6.0% 2.7% 46.0%

P value 0.023 s
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Table 3:   Which outfit do you feel best portrays the following attributes of cleanliness, authority, trustworthi-
ness, approachability and professionalism

Which outfit do you feel best portrays the attribute 

WHITE COAT
(fig 1a)

FORMALS
(fig 1b)

CASUALS
(fig 1c)

SCRUBS
(fig 1d)

P value

Cleanliness Male 62.7% 2.7% 4.0% 30.7%

0.733Female 63.5% 5.4% 1.4% 29.7%

Total 63.1% 4.0% 2.7% 30.2%

Authority Male 45.3% 28.0% 0.00% 26.7%

0.086Female 53.3% 13.3% 2.7% 30.7%

Total 49.3% 20.7% 1.3% 28.7%

Trustworthiness Male 53.3% 6.7% 1.3% 38.7%

0.197Female 60.0% 1.3% 0.0% 37.7%

Total 56.7% 4.0% 0.7% 38.6%

Approachability Male 54.7% 6.7% 4.0% 34.7%

0.304Female 52.0% 4.0% 12.0% 32.0%

Total 53.3% 5.3% 8.0% 33.3%

Professionalism Male 48.0% 1.3% 0.00% 50.7%

0.010 Female 50.7% 13.3% 0.00% 36.0%

Total 49.3% 7.3% 0.00% 43.3%

Table 4: Which outfit do you prefer your Female Dentist to wear?
Which outfit do you prefer your Female Dentist to wear?

Sari 
(fig 2a)

Indian suit (fig 2b) Western outfit (fig 2c) It does not matter

Sex Male 9.3% 37.3% 4.0% 49.3%

Female 6.7% 34.7% 6.7% 52.0%

Total 8.0% 36.0% 5.3% 50.7%

P value 0.811

Table 5: What hairstyle do you prefer your Female Dentist to carry?
What hairstyle do you prefer your Female Dentist to carry

Loose hair 
(fig 3a)

Pony or braided hair
 (fig 3b)

Hair bun
( fig 3c)

It does not matter

Sex Male 2.7% 41.3% 28.0% 28.0%

Female 1.3% 37.3% 41.3% 20.0%

Total 2.0% 39.3% 34.7% 24.0%

P value 0.333
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Table 6: Do you prefer your Female Dentist to wear makeup?
Do you prefer your Female Dentist to wear makeup?

Yes No Does not matter

Sex Male 6.7% 33.3% 60 %

Female 21.3% 24.0% 54.6%

Total 14.0% 28.7% 57.3%

P value 0.069

Table 7: Which style do you prefer for your male dentist?
Which style do you prefer for your male dentist

Clean shaven Bearded It does not matter

Sex Male 53.3% 14.7% 32%

Female 36.0% 10.7% 53.3%

Total 44.7% 12.7% 42.7%

P value 0.035

Table 8: Should dental professional wear name badges?
Should dental professional wear name badges

Yes No Doesn’t matter

Sex Male 93.3% 5.3% 1.3%

Female 88.0% 2.7% 9.3%

Total 90.7% 4.0% 5.3%

P value 0.071 NS

Table 9: Do you prefer your female Dentist to wear jewelry?
Do you prefer your female Dentist to wear jewelry

Yes No Does not matter

Sex Male 6.7% 36.0% 57.3%

Female 21.3% 28.0% 50.7%

Total 14.0% 32.0% 54%

P value 0.052

Table 10: Do you prefer dentist to wear a face mask while treating you?
Do you prefer dentist to wear a face mask 

Yes No

Sex Male 100.0% 000.0%

Female 100.0% 000.0%

Total 100.0% 000.0%
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Table 11: Do you prefer dentist to wear a head cap while treating you?
Do you prefer dentist to wear a head cap? 

Yes No Doesn’t matter

Sex Male 82.7% 5.3% 12%

Female 84.0% 1.3% 14.7%

Total 83.3% 3.3% 13.3%

P value 0.557 NS   

Table 12:  Rate the following attributes of cleanliness, authority, trustworthiness, approachability and profes-
sionalism in the increasing order of importance that should be present in your dentist.
Attributes Least

important  
Little 

important
Quite

important 
Important Most

important 
P value

Cleanliness Male 16.0% 21.3% 29.3% 26.7% 6.7%

0.155 NSFemale 13.3% 40.0% 18.7% 21.3% 6.7%

Total 14.7% 30.7% 24.0% 24.0% 6.7%

Authority Male 34.7% 28.0% 28.0% 9.3% 0.00%
0.000

 SFemale 54.7% 9.3% 16.0% 4.0% 16.0%

Total 44.7% 18.7% 22.0% 6.7% 8.0%

Trustworthiness
Male 10.7% 25.3% 29.3% 29.3% 5.3%

0.245Female 17.3% 17.3% 18.7% 40.0% 6.7%

Total 14.0% 21.3% 24.0% 34.7% 6.0%

Approachability Male 32.0% 21.3% 12.0% 25.3% 9.3%

0.0001 SFemale 5.3% 21.3% 41.3% 28.0% 4.0%

Total 18.7% 21.3% 26.7% 26.7% 6.7%

Knowledge Male 5.3% 4.0% 1.3% 12.0% 77.3%

0.110Female 12.0% 10.7% 5.3% 8.0% 64.0%

Total 8.7% 7.3% 3.3% 10.0% 70.7%

DISCUSSION

Though there are many studies that have evaluated the im-
portance of clinical attire, to the best of our knowledge this 
is the first study to take holistic approach towards the clini-
cal appearance of a dentist and patients’ preferences for the 
same.

The purpose of this study was to gain information on pa-
tients’ preferences in the following areas: Attire, hairdo, 
appearance, cross-infection measures, and attributes to be 
present in clinicians, all of which make an impact on the ap-
pearance of the dentist.

Clinical attire
The first question was to find out the importance of dentist’s 
dress in the patients’ perspective. 68% of patients rated den-
tist dresses as very important or important, whereas only 
twelve patients (8%) felt it was unimportant. The results are 
similar to the study conducted by McKenna, however, there 

was no difference in the male and female opinions in this 
study.8

When asked about which clinical attire amongst white coat, 
casuals, formals, or scrubs, (Figure 1, question 2) was appro-
priate for a dentist to wear in clinics, significant differences 
were seen and 91.3% of the study subjects selected either 
white coats or scrubs. Males (52%) had a higher preference 
for white coats whereas females (49.3%) had scrubs as their 
first choice (Table 2). Overall, dental scrubs were the first 
choice closely followed by white coats. Formals were the 
third choice and casuals the last though both were voted for 
in very less percentage. Only 4 patients out of 150 preferred 
casuals as clinical attire, which strongly points that though 
the dentists have become more relaxed in choosing their 
clinical attire, but the patients continue to expect a scrub or 
white coat as the choice of clinical attire and casual clothing 
is strongly disliked by the patients. Males preferred white 
coats over dental scrubs and vice versa for females. The ma-
jority of the previous studies have reported that white coat is 
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the attire of choice as per the patients,1,3,4,8 but in this study, 
there was not much difference between dental scrubs and 
white coat which shows that scrubs are gaining equal accept-
ance as white coats.

The white coat was ranked highest when linked to attributes 
of cleanliness, authority, trustworthiness, approachability, 
and professionalism, followed by scrubs. (Table 3). How-
ever, the attire under the white coat did not matter for 50.7% 
of the population. Amongst the rest, the Indian suit was the 
attire of choice and both sari and western outfits were ranked 
very low. This could be because this study was conducted in 
a government institute where subjects are mainly from low 
to middle socioeconomic status. The results might vary if 
patients from different socioeconomic status are evaluated. 
Also, India has so much cultural diversity that this result can 
be influenced by their religious and cultural believes across 
the country.

Appearance
Three questions were asked related to the appearance of the 
dentist. Two were related to hairstyle and makeup of the fe-
male dentist and one was related to the presence of beard by 
male dentists. Both braided hair and bun were acceptable to 
the patients and 24% of the patients felt it was not important.
(Table 5) However, loose hair was rated poorly which de-
picts that even patients relate hairstyle to professionalism. 
57.3% of the patients felt that wearing makeup did not in-
fluence their choice of the clinician and was not important, 
however, 28.7% of the patients felt that it was not required. 
(Table 6) Male clinicians were preferred to be clean-shaven, 
with males opting more for this (53.3%) whereas the ma-
jority of the female subjects said it did not matter (53.3%) 
(Table 7).

The results indicate that the patients preferred dental profes-
sionals to wear a name badge while treating them. (Table 8) 
This is in accordance with the previous studies found in med-
ical literature.8,16,17 However, name badges are considered a 
cross-infection risk and hence other alternatives could be an 
embroidered name tag in the attire.8 Regarding the patients’ 
preference for their female dentist to wear jewelry, 54% of 
patients said it did not matter and 32% said no to jewelry. 
(Table 9) The results also point towards the fact that though 
makeup and jewelry do not influence the patients, still sim-
plicity is more desirable for this noble profession.

Cross infection control measures
Various protective equipment and cross infection control 
measures are recommended to be used such as face mask, 
gloves, head cap, safety glasses, drapes, shoe cover. We 
asked for their preference regarding face Mask and head cap. 
All the patients (100%) said they expected their dentist to 
wear a face mask while treating them (Table 10) whereas 

83.3% expected the dentist to wear a head cap.(Table 11) 
This shows that even in developing countries like India, 
there is complete awareness in the patients regarding face 
mask and head cap, though in future studies other factors 
like patients drape, shoe cover and protective eye wears can 
also be included. 

When study subjects were asked about hierarchy of impor-
tance of attributes that should be present in a dentist, amongst 
cleanliness, authority, trustworthiness, approachability, and 
knowledge (Table 12), the knowledge of the patient out 
rightly was rated highest (70.7%) followed by trustworthi-
ness, approachability, cleanliness, and authority. The results 
of this last question indicate that knowledge of the clinician 
is the most important attribute and all other factors have very 
minor importance.

The present study was conducted in young adults however 
the results could be different in various age groups and peo-
ple of different anxiety levels as white coat anxiety is a well-
known phenomenon. Also, future studies can be done com-
paring urban and rural viewpoints and how the questions are 
perceived across India where different cultural and religious 
believes exist.

CONCLUSION

This study has relevance for all specialties of dentistry and 
especially in today’s world where services have become 
patient-centric. Though students and clinicians have become 
casual in their dressing, patients continue to prefer a profes-
sionally dressed clinician and are aware of the importance of 
cross infection control measures like head cap and facemasks. 
They also preferred their clinicians to wear name badges. 
Factors like jewelry and make up make little importance and 
white coats and scrubs are the attires of choice for the dental 
clinician. This understanding of  patient preferences should 
enable individuals and organizations both in government and 
corporate setup to frame standards for professionalism for 
clinicians in the dental profession. The results of this study 
are also important for dental students who should understand 
the values of professionalism which will help them in mak-
ing stronger bonds with patients in their future careers.
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Figure 1: Different clinical attires- White coats (1a), formals 
(1b), casuals (1c), scrubs (1d).

Figure 2: Different outfits for Indian female dentist- Saree (2a), 
Suit (2b), western outfit (2c).

Figure 3: Hairstyles-loose hair (3a), braided pony (3b), bun 
(3c).

Figure 4: Cross infection measures-Facemask and Head cap.
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ANNEXURE 1: THE QUESTIONNAIRE

NAME:	 AGE/SEX:	 EDUCATION:
ADDRESS:		  CONTACT NO:
1.	 How important is the way your dentist dresses?
	 a.	 Not important
	 b.	 Quite important
	 c.	 Important
	 d.	 Most important
2.	 Which of the outfits shown, in pictures 1a-1d, are the most appropriate for a Dentist to wear? ( Fig 1a-d)
	 a.	 White coats
	 b.	 Formals
	 c.	 Casuals
	 d.	 Scrubs
3.	 Which outfit do you feel best portrays the following attributes( Fig 1a-d), circle the most appropriate:
	 1.	 Cleanliness: a)white coat b) formals c) casuals d) scrubs
	 2.	 Authority:  a)white coat b) formals c) casuals d) scrubs 
	 3.	 Trustworthiness:  a)white coat b) formals c) casuals d) scrubs
	 4.	 Approachability:  a)white coat b) formals c) casuals d) scrubs 
	 5.	 Professionalism: a)white coat b) formals c) casuals d) scrubs 
4.	 Which outfit do you prefer your Female Dentist to wear? ( Fig 2)
	 a.	 Saree
	 b.	 Indian suit 
	 c.	 Western outfit 
	 d.	 It does not matter
5.	 What hairstyle do you prefer your Female Dentist to carry? ( Fig 3a-c)
	 a.	 Loose hair
	 b.	 Pony or braided hair
	 c.	 Hair bun
	 d.	 It does not matter
6.	 Do you prefer your Female Dentist to wear makeup?(Fig.4)
	 a.	 Yes
	 b.	 No 
	 c.	 It does not matter
7.	 Which style do you prefer for your male dentist?
	 a.	 Clean shaven
	 b.	 Bearded 
	 c.	 It does not matter
8.	 Should dental professional wear name badges?
	 a.	 Yes
	 b.	 No 
	 c.	 it does not matter
9.	 Do you prefer your female Dentist to wear jewelry? (Fig 5)
	 a.	 Yes
	 b.	 No 
	 c.	 It does not matter
10.	 Do you prefer dentist to wear a face mask while treating you? ( Fig 6)
	 a.	 Yes
	 b.	 No
	 c.	 It does not matter
11.	 Do you prefer dentist to wear a head cap while treating you? ( Fig 6)
	 a.	 Yes
	 b.	 No  
	 c.	 It does not matter
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12.	 Rate the following characteristics in the increasing order of importance that should be present in your dentist  
(1 being the least important and five being the most important):

	 a.	 Cleanliness
	 b.	 Authority
	 c.	 Trustworthiness
	 d.	 Approachability
	 e.	 Knowledge


