BARKLEY'S MISSION
Bob Barkley practiced in the small western Illinois town of Macomb, with a population of 13,000 people, many of whom he had known when he was growing up. Before his tragic death in 1977 in an airplane crash, he became the most popular speaker in the history of dentistry. He spoke to tens of thousands of dentists throughout North America, Europe, Japan and Australia, yet he remains virtually unheard of here in the UK.
The ideas of the late Dr. Robert F Barkley, known as “the father of Preventive Dentistry,” continue to influence the current philosophy of preventive dentistry. Barkley, a general dentistry practitioner influenced the preventive aspects of dentistry throughout the world. Over two dozen articles and three books were published by Barkley between 1967 and the time of his death ten years later. His book, Successful Preventive Dental Practices, almost single handedly began the preventive dentistry movement of the 1970's.
After he graduated from dental school in Chicago, Barkley served in the American Air Force for two years before returning to his home town.                                     Wanting to advance his knowledge and skills, he embarked on a succession of post graduate courses. However, the more he learned, the more things wrong he discovered in his patients, and his estimates increased accordingly. He recounted how shocked his old school-friend  patients would be when he examined them in the early 1960's, finding a couple of thousand dollars worth of needed dentistry in their mouths. They would look at him not as their old friend Bob Barkley, but almost like a second-hand car dealer. Needless to say, many never returned after their examination.

The pivotal moment in Barkley’s career came when a girl who had been one of his favourite cheerleaders came to him, her mouth a shambles after four pregnancies.    Extremely anxious to help, he prescribed only such repair work as was absolutely necessary, but even then, the cost of the work was way beyond the reach of a young family with four small children. She made the appointments but failed to keep any of them. The next time he saw her, to his utter dismay, he discovered that she had been to another dentist in town who had removed all her teeth and provided her with nice new dentures! He swore that never again would he place a patient in the position where it was cheaper to remove all their teeth than to have them looked after.
In 1965 Barkley attended a three-day course in Miami, Florida. taught by Dr. L.D. Pankey. He introduced Barkley to a different way of thinking. Barkley was inspired by  Pankey’s approach and the way he handled his patients as individuals and friends, and not simply as so many dental problems that needed to be solved.
Bob was painfully aware of the fact that one could graduate from dental school with the skills of a technician or in the best case a craftsman, but be unable to communicate with or establish interdependent relationships with patients. Sadly, this is still too often the case. He felt it was tragic that dentists would diagnose and recommend comprehensive care on total strangers.
What he believed was that it was important to first establish a relationship with the patient as an equal. The dentist and patient,  as two adults, should attempt to identify what is happening in the patient's mouth and what they might expect for the years ahead.  Only then would he talk about choices for correction, beginning first with controlling the cause of the problem.
Dr. Sumter Arnim of the University of Texas was a pioneer in preventive dentistry. He told Barkley, “You cannot stop dental disease by filling holes and spaces.”          He spoke of patients at the University of Texas Clinic who were taught to clean unrepaired “holes” in their teeth to arrest decay. The areas remained smooth and free of sensitivity for years. He explained how people with serious gum problems were taught to slow the rate of their disease so that corrective therapy could be instituted at a later, more convenient date, if at all.

Barkley realized that the key to success was a plaque control program.

He stressed the importance of making the patient understand that they are going to control  their disease, rather than have it controlled for them. He emphasized that in the long-term relationship between dentist and patient, much of the responsibility is the patient’s. They should understand that plaque control is not just a disease control program but more importantly, it is a means of achieving dental health
The responsibility of the dentist is to make the teeth manageable by not putting anything in the patient’s mouth that is not workable and easy to clean. The patient’s responsibility is to maintain an attainable level of oral hygiene. 

Barkley gained an understanding with his patients where they saw him as a long-term partner rather than as a dental “repair man”. He urged his patients to recognize their relationship with him as a cooperative one, aimed towards the prevention of disease and the maintenance of a permanently healthy mouth.
