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Art icle  
 

A rem inder  of  t he need t o fo llow  up 

pat ient s and advise t he pat ient s of  t he 

possib le consequences of  not  ret urn ing 

for  review .  

 

 

   
A dent ist  recent ly sought  legal advice af t er  a 

com plaint  w as m ade by a form er  pat ient  t o 

Aust ralian  Healt h Pract it ioner  Regulat ion Agency 

(‘AHPRA’) regarding dent al t reat m ent  provided. 

The form er  pat ient  alleged t hat  an occlusal sp lin t  

provided t o prot ect  her  t eet h f rom  bruxing, 

caused an erupt ion of  her  m olar  t eet h, and t hat  

t he dent ist  failed  t o in form  her  o f  t he possib le 

com plicat ions of  sp lin t  t herapy. 

The pat ient  alleged t hat  at  no t im e w as she g iven 

advice about  w ear ing t he sp lin t , nor  d id t he 

dent ist  d iscuss w it h her  any r isks associat ed w it h 

w ear ing t he splin t .   

The pat ient  present ed t o her  dent ist  w it h 

com plaint s of  pain around a m olar  in  her  upper  

jaw . It  w as not iced on exam inat ion  t hat  t he 

pat ient  had f lat t ened cusps in t he m olar  areas.  A 

per iapical radiograph indicat ed a w idening 

per iodont al ligam ent .  Based on t he clin ical 

f ind ings, t he dent ist  m ade a d iagnosis o f  

bruxism .  The agreed t reat m ent  w as t o provide 

t he pat ient  w it h an occlusal sp lin t .   

The splin t  w as provided t o t he pat ient  at  an 

appoint m ent  one w eek lat er .  The splin t  w as a 

hard and sof t  fu ll upper  occlusal sp lin t .  The 

splin t  caused t he pat ien t  t o gag and t he dent ist  

shor t ened t he size of  t he sp lin t .  The dent ist  

advised t he pat ient  t o w ear  t he sp lin t  n ight ly.  

The pat ient  w as also advised t o  cont act  t he 

dent ist  if  t here w as a problem  w it h t he splin t  or  

if  she exper ienced pain.   

The dent ist  conceded t hat  she failed t o record  

her  d iagnosis of  bruxism  in her  clin ical not es.  

The dent ist  d id  not  provide t he pat ient  w it h an 

inform at ion leaf let  on t he use of  t he splin t .  The 

dent ist  d id  not  advise t he pat ient  of  any r isks 

associat ed w it h t he w ear ing  o f  t he splin t .  The 

dent ist  d id  not  record  her  inst ruct ions t o use t he 

splin t  only at  n ight , in  her  t reat m ent  not es.  The 

dent ist  d id  not  advise t he pat ient  t o m ake a  

review  appoint m ent  t o check t hat  t he splin t  w as 

com for t able and t hat  t here w ere no sof t  t issue 

problem s.  The dent ist  d id  not  advise t he pat ient  

t o ret urn for  review  if  t here w as m ovem ent  of  

her  t eet h.   

The pat ient  w ore t he sp lin t  n ight ly.  

Approxim at ely t w o m ont hs lat er , t he pat ient  

not iced t hat  her  four  back m olars had m oved.  

The pat ient  w as f inding it  d if f icu lt  t o  chew  and 

on occasions her  t eet h scraped.  Af t er  w ear ing 

t he splin t  for  approxim at ely 2 m ont hs, t he 

pat ient  m ade an appoin t m ent  w it h anot her  

dent ist , at  a dat e approxim at ely 6 m ont hs af t er  

t he splin t  had been inser t ed.  The second dent ist  

advised t he pat ient  t hat  her  m olars had over  

erupt ed as a consequence of  w ear ing t he 

shor t ened occlusal sp lin t .  The pat ient  w as 

inform ed t hat  she w ou ld require braces or , 

alt ernat ively, crow ning of  t he four  m olars t o  

cor rect  her  occlusion. 

The dent ist  m ade a num ber  o f  concessions.  The 

dent ist  adm it t ed t hat  she had not  act ed in 

accordance w it h expect ed st andards for  

com pet ent  pract ice.  The dent ist  advised t hat  

she w as aw are of  a r isk t hat  t he w ear ing  o f  an 

occlusal sp lin t  could cause changes t o t he b it e 

and t hat  m olars can over  erupt .  The dent ist ,   
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how ever , considered t h is t o be a very rare com plicat ion.  The dent ist  conceded t hat  she d id  not  

d iscuss t he possib le com plicat ions w it h t he pat ient  or  provide her  w it h any w arnings.  The dent ist  also  

conceded def iciencies in  her  clin ical records in t hat  t h ey failed t o  refer  t o t he pat ient ’s d iagnosis of  

bruxism  and failed t o det ail any inst ruct ions regarding fo llow  up appoint m ent s.    

The dent ist  had since changed her  pract ice by ensur ing t hat  she now  proper ly w arns pat ient s w it h 

splin t s of  t he r isks o f  super  erupt ions and ensures t hat  t hey are g iven an inform at ion leaf let  fur t her  

explain ing  t he r isks and need for  review .  The dent ist  now  arranges for  pat ient s w it h occlusal sp lin t s t o 

be review ed af t er  one w eek, one m ont h, t w o m ont hs and six m ont hs fo llow ing  t he sp lin t  being f it t ed .  

Panel Determination 

The Panel t ook int o account  t he concessions m ade by t he dent ist  and in par t icu lar , t hat  t hat  t he 

dent ist  had adm it t ed fault , had d isplayed clear  insight  in t o her  er rors, and t hat  she had m ade 

signif icant  changes t o her  pract ices.  The Panel found t hat  t he dent ist  had engaged in unprofessional 

conduct  of  a lesser  st andard and issued t he dent ist  w it h a caut ion in respect  of  her  t reat m ent .   

Comment 

Dent ist s m ust  ensure t hat  t hey are w arning t heir  pat ient s o f  all ‘m at er ial’ r isks and pot ent ial 

com plicat ions involved w it h t reat m ent  even if  t he dent ist  considers t hat  t he event uat ion of  such a 

r isk is low . 

It  is im por t ant  t hat  dent ist s explain t o pat ient s, not  just  of  t he need for  fo llow  up appoint m ent s, but  

also of  t he reason for  t he appoint m ent s.  Pat ien t s m ust  be g iven su f f icient  in form at ion  t o enab le 

t hem  t o underst and t he need for  review  and t he r isk of  failing t o at t end w here a review  is a cr it ical 

par t  of  t he course of  t reat m ent . 
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