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DeNTS - Dental Non-technical Skills

INTRODUCTION

Non-Technical skills are the cognitive and social skills which are used to underpin individual and 
team performance. In relation to healthcare, they have been shown to be key skills in supporting good 
clinical performance and better patient outcomes. They should not be confused with clinical skills 
which are related to knowledge and experience, or technical performance which is related to training 
and practice. Investigations into adverse events have shown that as many as 80% are the result of 
issues relating to human factors, such as a breakdown in communication, the inability to reflect, or 
poor situation awareness. 

The DeNTS taxonomy and rating scale is a tool for assessing the non-technical skills of dentists 
working and training in any care sector or operative setting. It is not intended for use by maxillofacial 
surgeons, for whom NOTSS would be a more appropriate tool.

DeNTS is relevant for use as part of training and appraisal processes and can be used to support 
professionals in achieving satisfactory portfolio completion by linking to training milestones such as 
Interim Review of Competence Progression [IRCP]; Final Review of Competence Progression [FRCP] 
and Performance List Validation by Experience. It is also a tool that can contribute to structured, 
measurable, multi-source feedback [MSF] to guide and support clear and transparent assessments of 
training needs. 

A Team: any member of the dental team relevant to the assessment: dentist, dental nurse, dental 
hygienist, dental therapist, orthodontic therapist, dental technician, certified dental technician, clinical 
dental technician and/or receptionist. A team consists of two or more individuals. 

The General Dental Council (GDC) provides guidance which sets out the skills and abilities of each 
registrant group. This guidance is called Scope of Practice (2013) and registrants should only carry 
out tasks or make decisions about a patient’s care if they are sure that they have the necessary skills 
and are appropriately trained, competent and indemnified. If a task or decision is outside your scope 
of practice, or you do not feel you are trained and competent to do it, you must refer the patient to an 
appropriately trained colleague. You must practise in accordance with the GDC’s Standards for the 
Dental Team (2013) at all times. 
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The DeNTS TAXONOMY

DeNTS is a mechanism for recording only the non-technical behaviours that are observable or 
that can be witnessed through verbal communication during a clinical encounter. There are four 
categories in the taxonomy, each divided into elements. For each element examples of good and 
poor behaviours are provided. However, the examples are indicative rather than constituting a 
comprehensive list. 

The assessment is formative, and engagement is on a voluntary basis. 
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SITUATION AWARENESS 

Awareness of relevant aspects of the dental environment (patient, team, time, instrumentation and equipment) 

by watching and listening, understanding what the cues mean and anticipating what might happen next.

Gathering information 
Actively seeking information by observing, listening, questioning and recognising cues from the treatment 
process, environment, equipment and people.

Understanding information
Interpreting the information gathered, and comparing it with existing knowledge to identify the match or 

mismatch between the current and the expected situation.

Anticipating the future situation
Predicting what may happen in the near future as a result of possible actions, interventions or non-intervention.
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Skills for diagnosing the situation and reaching a judgement in order to choose an appropriate course of action.

Considering options
Generating alternative possibilities or courses of action to solve a problem. Assessing the hazards and weighing up the 
threats and benefits of potential options.

DECISION MAKING

Selecting and communicating decisions
Finding and communicating a solution to a situation and letting all relevant personnel and the patient know the chosen 
option.

Implementing and reviewing decisions
Undertaking the chosen course of action and continually reviewing its suitability in light of changes in the patient’s condition. 
Showing flexibility and changing plans if required to cope with changing circumstances to ensure that goals are met.
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TEAMWORK AND COMMUNICATION 

Sharing information, knowledge, goals and understanding among team members, to facilitate safe, effective care in an 

efficient manner.

Communication
Developing clear lines of communication between team members and others.

Co-ordinating team activities
Working together with other team members to carry out cognitive and physical activities in a simultaneous, collaborative 
manner.

Exchanging information
Giving and receiving knowledge and information in a timely manner to aid establishment of a shared understanding among 
team members.
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TASK MANAGEMENT 
Identifying the need for change, managing objectives, sharing information, knowledge, goals and understanding to facilitate 

safe, effective care in an efficient manner.

Setting and maintaining standards
Supporting safety and quality by adhering to acceptable principles of dental practice, following codes of good clinical 
practice, and following established protocols.

Coping with pressure 
Retaining a calm demeanour when under pressure and emphasising to the team that one in under control of a high-
pressure situation. Adopting an assertive manner if appropriate without undermining the role of other team members.

Supporting Others
Providing cognitive and emotional help to team members. Judging different team members’ abilities and tailoring one’s style 
of leadership accordingly.
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Rating the assessment

Feedback

The purpose of the tool is to provide feedback on areas of good practice and to
discuss areas for development or where, on reflection, improvements could be made. It is 
essential that the assessment is not regarded as intimidating or threatening in any way as its role 
is to help clinicians reflect and develop the good non-technical skills that will support them in their 
clinical practice.

Feedback is essential to promote reflection, provide encouragement and to drive
self-improvement. Good Behaviours may be highlighted with comments to reinforce positive 
non-technical skills. Observation of Poor Behaviours and practice require further comments to 
support feedback, identify individual areas for development and aid future learning.
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