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A phenomenological study of burnout and recovery
among practice-owner dentists
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Purpose: This study aimed to explore how practice-owner dentists in Korea experience burnout, how it intensi-
fies, and how they ultimately recover from it, using a phenomenological approach.

Materials and Methods: In-depth interviews were conducted with twelve practice-owner dentists who had expe-
rienced both burnout and subsequent recovery. Interview data were analyzed using Colaizzi's phenomenologi-
cal analytic method to extract meaning units, formulate themes, and identify the essential structure of the lived
experience.

Results: Analysis revealed a three-stage experiential trajectory: 1) a discrepancy between idealized expectations
and the realities of clinic operation, 2) a deepening and collapse of burnout characterized by emotional, physical,
and relational deterioration, and 3) a recovery phase involving self-care, environmental adjustments, social sup-
port, and identity reconstruction. Triggering events - including challenging patients, legal threats, staff conflicts,
and health issues - frequently intensified distress and precipitated an existential crisis.

Conclusion: Burnout recovery among practice-owner dentists emerged as a transformative process in which in-
dividuals reinterpreted burnout as an opportunity for self-reflection and reconstructed a sustainable professional
identity. These findings underscore the need for personal coping strategies, practical training, and structural sup-
port systems to mitigate burnout within this professional group.(J Korean Dent Assoc 2026, 64(3): 63-76)
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Table 1. Characteristics of participants

0 -lolr

No.  Sex Age Graduation Highest Resi'de.ncy Years. in Yez'irs asa Type of ownership Locati.on of
(years) degree training  practice practice owner office
1 F 50s %oelii?setr(;ff Bachelor's X 33 20 Partnership Gyeonggi
College of .
2 F 50s Dentistry PhD X 33 20 Solo Gyeonggi
College of Solo .
3 M 40s Dentistry PhD 0 19 13 (hiring associate dentist) Gyeonggi
4 M 40s %Oelfgstr(;f Bachelor's o 20 13 Solo Seoul
College of . .
5 M 40s Dentistry Master's o) 18 11 Solo Gyeonggi
6 F 40s %:ehr?t?slt?; Master's o 10 4 Solo Ulsan
College of . .
7 M 30s Dentistry Master's o) 14 6 Solo Gyeonggi
8 M 40 School of . .
S Dentistry Master's o 15 8 Solo Gyeonggi
College of
9 M 50s Dentistry PhD X 23 20 Solo Daegu
10 M College of : .
50s Dentistry Bachelor's X 23 22 Solo Gyeonggi
College of !
11 M 50s Dentistry Bachelor's X 23 22 Solo Daegu
College of . Partnership
122 M 40s Dentistry Master's © 20 9 (hiring associate dentist) Gyeongnam
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Table 2. Themes of burnout and recovery experiences

Theme cluster

Theme

Sub-theme

Meaning units

Conflict between
pre-opening
expectations and
reality

Deepening of

burnout and collapse

Recovery from
burnout and
redefinition of

professional identity

Gap between
expectation and
reality

Overload of
multiple roles

Exhaustion and
worsening of
relationships

Collapse of the
threshold

Action strategies
for recovery

Restructuring
identity

Expectations before opening

Disastrous reality of opening

Burden of concurrent clinical,
management, administrative,
and facility tasks

Loss of control and role
confusion

Emotional/cognitive
exhaustion

Physical exhaustion

Worsening of relationships

Triggering events

Despair and loss of control

Self-care

Environment and job crafting

Self-reflection

Seeking social support

Emotional and relationship
recovery

Rediscovery of professional
meaning

Contributing to the local community
Realizing clinical/management philosophy
Economic stability

Experience with malicious patient Overflow of
regulations and complaints

Excessive competition and collapse of professional image

Time pressure in practice / Dissatisfaction with treatment

Financial pressure
Difficulty in staff recruitment
Challenges in facility management

Vulnerable position

Identity conflict between dentist and self-employed

business owner

Sensitivity / Anxiety
Depression / Lethargy
Aversion to work

Fear of patients

Musculoskeletal pain
Headache
Insomnia / Chronic fatigue

Conflicts with patients
Conlflicts with staff
Distance from family
Interpersonal avoidance

Embezzlement by staff
Medical accidents and legal threats
Health problems

Impulse to close the practice
Desire to escape
Sense of life collapse

Meditation/Exercise/rest
Psychiatric treatment/psychological counseling

Enhancing professional competency
Adjusting patient volume/improving systems
Hiring associate dentist

Acceptance of reality/cognitive restructuring
Looking into one's inner self

Support from family
Support from peer practice-owner dentists
Support from competent staff

Restoring rapport with patients
Emotional stability
Recovery of self-confidence

Reinterpretation of burnout and growth
Patient-centered care

Restoring professional pride

Reconfirming the role of practice-owner dentists
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