Copyright is owned by the Author of the thesis. Permission is given for
a copy to be downloaded by an individual for the purpose of research and
private study only. The thesis may not be reproduced elsewhere without
the permission of the Author.



AN INVESTIGATION OF OCCUPATIONAL

STRESS IN NEW ZEALAND DENTISTS

A thesis presented in partial fulfilment of
the requirements for the degree of
Master of Arts in Psychology

at Massey University

Colin Bate

MASSEY UNIVERSITY 1995

GO

1261584



Acknowledgements

I would like to thank my supervisor, Dr Jocelyn Handy, for the encouragement and

guidance that she has provided me over the duration of this thesis.

My thanks to Dr Ross Flett for taking the time to help with the statistical analyses

of this thesis and for the greatly needed and appreciated support.

I would also like to thank the New Zealand Dental Associaton and dentists for their

interest and approval in this research.

Thank you to Tania McGilchrist who showed patience and humour during the
completion of this thesis. Additional thanks for all the typing and support provided

over the past few years.

I would like to thank Kathy and Andrew Patrick for their understanding, generosity

and rapport shown to me during and after my period of study.

Finally, I would like to thank my parents whose wisdom becomes increasingly
apparent as I grow older. Your guidance, motivation and kindness over the years has

been wonderful.



i

Abstract

The present study sought to identify the occupational stressors as well as the resultant
psychological and physical stress outcomes for New Zealand dentists. Additionally,
the direct and moderating effects of coping were explored in relation to the identified
stress outcomes. To achieve this, quantitative data was collected in the form of self-
report questionnaires, these being the Occupational Stress Inventory, the Suicide
Probability Scale and the Dental Satisfaction Survey. A random, nationwide sample
of 500 New Zealand dentists were sent these questionnaires, with 210 dentists
returning completed questionnaires. The present study also sought to overcome
recent criticisms of the methodology frequently used in stress research. As such,
qualitative data was collected through interviews with twelve New Zealand general
dentists in the Manawatu region. The interview questions were designed to elicit the
job-specific stressors of dentistry in New Zealand as well as the coping responses of
New Zealand dentists. Discussion with the New Zealand Dental Association
confirmed that the quantitative sample in the present study is representative of the
general New Zealand population. However, the representativeness of the qualitative
sample could not be established due to the small sample size. The results of the
present study showed that there was a consistent positive relationship between coping
and job satisfaction, and a consistent negative relationship for coping and strain, and
coping and suicide probability. Additionally, coping was found to be a moderator
in the stressor-stress relationship, with dentists high in coping experiencing less
distress (than dentists low in copihg) in conditions of both high and low stress. Sex

_differences were found to be significant for the role overload stressor, with female



i
dentists reporting on average significantly higher levels of role overload. Significant
group differences were also found between self-employed and employee dentists,
with employee dentists experiencing significantly greater levels of physical
environment stress as well as strain. Overall, low to moderate levels of stressors,
coping, suicide probability, job satisfaction and physical/psychological distress were
reported, indicating that New Zealand dentistry may not be any more stressful than
other occupations in New Zealand. In terms of methodology, the present study
indicates that the Occupational Stress Inventory, being a general stress self-report
questionnaire, does not measure job-specific stressors. Therefore, it is suggested that
future research utilises questionnaires that have been designed to measure specific

occupational stressors as well as the frequency and the intensity of these stressors.
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