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SHARPNESS MATTERS:
Surveying hygienists’ instrument 
use and challenges
Amelia Williamson DeStefano, MA

T he dental hygiene community de-
pends on manual and power in-
struments to provide effective, 

safe, and comfortable care. To help bet-
ter understand how hygienists are using 
instruments, what their struggles are, 
and how they choose which instruments 
to use, RDH magazine recently con-
ducted a survey on instrument sharp-
ening and ergonomics.

The responses held some surprising 
insight into what hygienists want—and 
maybe currently don’t have—from their 
instruments, as well as how younger and 
older clinicians compare. We hope you 
enjoy digging into these results!

A bit of high-level stuff: 473 hygien-
ists responded to our survey. A large 
proportion are clinical veterans, but the 
time in practice was generally well dis-
tributed across respondents. The ma-
jority (69%) worked at single-location 
private practices.

The vast majority of respondents were 
confident in their scaling techniques 
and knowledge of ergonomics, with 
results being similar across all career 
stages. Ninety-eight percent were either 
very confident or somewhat confident in 
scaling technique, and 96% were either 
very confident or somewhat confident in 
their knowledge of proper scaling ergo-
nomics and posture. Only 6% of respon-
dents felt moderate or severe pain when 
performing manual scaling.

Key findings: Sharpness
When asked about main struggles with 
hand instrumentation (figure 1), the 

most frequently reported was “finding 
time to sharpen.” When our respondents 
shopped for instruments, handle width 
and sharpness were essentially tied for 
first place (75% and 73%, respectively).

We also asked respondents if they 
were using instruments past their func-
tional use. Just over half (55%) re-
sponded that they were, and 10% said 
they weren’t sure. Using dull or aged in-
struments requires more force on the 
part of the clinician, increasing the risk 
of occupational injury, and decreasing 
patient comfort. Dull instruments also 
lead to burnished calculus.

Considering that no one wants to use 
a dull instrument, why is this happen-
ing? Unsurprisingly, money is often at 
the root of the issue. When asked why 
they were using old instruments, 23% 
said their employer wouldn’t provide 
new ones, and 21% reported that the an-
nual instrument budget had been spent. 
Note that we conducted this survey four 
months into the year!

But in a sense, being “time poor” was 
also a big issue—32% of respondents 
said they hadn’t gotten around to order-
ing new instruments. A few respondents 
also answered that they were too shy to 
ask for new instruments, or that they 
were waiting to place a retipping order, 
or that they were trying to find a way to 
recycle them.

Considering that sharpening takes 
time, and ordering more instruments 
also requires some time, we were sur-
prised sharpen-free instruments were 
not more popular. For example, only 
33% said that they considered whether 
an instrument was sharpen-free when 
shopping. A good topic for a future sur-
vey would be to drill into clinicians’ per-
ceptions of sharpen-free instruments.

How can hygienists make the case for 
buying new instruments, or even simply 

maintaining what they already have? 
RDH  consultant A nnie Walters, 

MSDH, RDH, has some insight. “Time 
constraints, office budgets, and limited 
confidence when sharpening are all fac-
tors that have a negative influence on 
hygienists working with sharp instru-
ments. Help the office understand that 
dull instruments decrease production, 
and complete calculus removal still may 
not be achieved. If setting aside time for 
sharpening is not an option, provide 
alternative options to the office, such 
as using a sharpening service or using 
sharpen-free instruments. Although 
some of these items may require more 
funding initially, clinicians will be 
more efficient, and can be confident in 
their instrumentation technique know-
ing that they do not have to stress their 
body further to remove calculus with a 
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Approximately when was 
the last time you sharpened 

your instruments?
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This week 
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Last month 
I don’t sharpen instruments  
Other (please specify)  
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dull instrument.” 

Newer vs. more experienced 
Our survey respondents were somewhat 
evenly divided in terms of their career 
stages. Comparing years of experience 
offered some interesting insights.

 ɋ Hygienists who had only been in prac-
tice a few years were the most likely to 
report feeling somewhat confident in 
their scaling technique and ergonomic 
knowledge, but confidence quickly 
leveled out with years of experience. 
Hygienists with 0-10 years of experi-
ence were most likely to report discom-
fort while performing manual scaling.

 ɋ Struggles with hand instrumentation 
were for the most part similar across 

all experience groups, but early ca-
reer RDHs were more likely to identify 

“adaptability of the blade to the tooth” 
and “ability to reach deep subgingival 
deposits” as their main issues.

 ɋ RDHs of all levels were highly likely 
to say sharpness was very important 
when shopping for instruments, and 
overall, preferences didn’t tend to vary 
widely between the groups.

 ɋ Hygienists with fewer years of experi-
ence were more unsure if their instru-
ments were past functional use.

Conclusion
RDH magazine’s survey on instrument 
sharpening and ergonomics illuminates 
critical instrumentation challenges 

within the dental hygiene community. 
The struggle to maintain instrument 
sharpness emerged as a prominent is-
sue, underscoring the need for stream-
lined maintenance processes. Hygienists 
earlier in their careers should especially 
consider continuing education or peer 
support to increase their confidence in 
scaling technique and correct ergonom-
ics. Stay sharp, hygienists! 
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What qualities do you look for when selecting an 
instrument to purchase? (check all that apply)

Handle width
Blade sharpness

Instrument weight
Blade longevity
Handle texture

Price
Shank rigidity
Sharpen-free
Color coding

Tapering

75%
73%

68%
64%

59%
45%

34%
33%

       12%
9%

Why are you using instruments 
past their functional use?

My employer won’t provide new ones

The annual instrument budget has been spent for this year

I haven’t gotten around to ordering new instruments

Other (please specify)

23%
21%

33%
23%

What is your main struggle when it comes to hand instrumentation?

Adaptability of the blade

Ability to reach deep

Having the right instruments

Finding time to sharpen
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3%
28%
22%
43%
5%

Are any of your  
instruments past their 

functional use?




