
92 JUNE 2015 // dentaltown.com

recently had a veteran dentist ask me if a practice owner was 
an entrepreneur. The answer is yes. Having specialized in 
serving entrepreneurs for 30 years, and currently being one 
myself, here’s my definition: An entrepreneur is a person with 

the vision, technical skills, and burning desire to build, own and 
operate an independent business—but who often lacks the busi-
ness experience and time to reduce risk and ensure sustainability. 

The entrepreneurial conundrum 
In my experience, there’s nothing like working to build your 

own company. Every practitioner I talk to has vision and expects 
hard work ahead, but most of them fail to realize that they face the 
same business issues and decisions as large, established companies. 
There may be fewer zeros in the numbers, but the items that must 
be addressed, mastered and put into practice are identical. It’s vital 
to get them all right immediately, with a minimum of mistakes, 
in order to minimize risk and not waste precious capital, time, 
growth and opportunity.

A practice owner needs to be a rock-star technician with 
incredible speed and efficiency, a master psychologist, a supreme 
salesman, and a charming and delightful motivator and adviser.
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That’s a tall order. As though that weren’t enough, you also 
need to concurrently implement all of the following business 
aspects of a practice’s strategic and operational plan.
1. Service mix
2. Pricing
3. Margins
4. Insurance reimbursement
5. Collections
6. Expense control/overhead 
7. HR/staffing/payroll
8. Personal CE and staff training
9. Website creation and SEO
10. Marketing
11. Patient communications
12. Cash-flow management
13. Tax planning
14. Financing
15. Debt management
16. Financial systems
17. Internal controls/procedures
18. Patient management systems
19. Government regulations
20. HIPAA
21. Physical office issues
22. Location strategy
23. Strategic planning

This is insane. How does a dental entrepreneur master all this 
… especially with little to no business training. Before we discuss 
that … wait for it …it gets worse!

Many excellent cooks in the kitchen
Practice owners surround themselves with a team of suppliers 

and advisers. It becomes a big team very quickly. That’s a lot of 
relationships to manage. How do you do so 
while handling all of the clinical work, man-
aging the staff, raising a family and having a 
life? Hence, the entrepreneurial conundrum. 
Here are some of the partners a dental practice 
will need: 

A three-step solution (in any order)
For every existing and proposed practice—

to ensure you are on track, to get back on track 
or get started on track—here is my solution. 

Find a chief financial officer (CFO).
Most dentists I work with do not think it 

is necessary to invest in the strategic help that 
they should. This is a costly mistake with long-
term repercussions.

The smartest thing a dental entrepreneur 

can do is to find one person to be your main adviser—someone 
with an all-encompassing business, industry, strategic, tax and 
finance background, including experience as a CFO or CEO, who 
integrates your financial planning goals and lifestyle choices for 
you, your practice and your family.

The key is to find someone with no agenda—someone who 
only wants to provide independent, objective advice. With the pos-
sible exception of your CPA, your CFO should not be anyone on 
the chart below. With deepest respect to everyone listed and their 
fine work, they are not truly independent—their success ultimately 
depends on convincing you to buy their product or service. 

This service does not have to be expensive—maybe only a few 
hours per month. A good CFO will bring a tremendous return on 
investment, both tangibly and intangibly. The CFO can advise you 
on the major strategic, location, operational, tax, HR, accounting, 
contractual, risk-management and cash-flow aspects and allow you, 
the entrepreneur, to focus on executing the core practice functions 
with the peace of mind that allows the creation of a balance within 
work and family. 

Evaluate your practice, family status and goals. 
Get away for a short time and think. Be honest. Be real. How 

are you doing with your practice goals? Are you ahead and thriv-
ing, or struggling and frustrated? Are you growing or stagnant? 
Are you bored or invigorated? Do you want to add practices or 
offices? Where do you want to be in five, 10 or 25 years? What are 
your family lifestyle and goals? 

Ensure your practice is in the right location. 
Here’s an indisputable truth: Your location is the No. 1 factor 

that determines your practice success. There is nothing else that’s 
even close. If your location is wrong, you are not maximizing your 
financial and time investment. 
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You may not think this applies to you. That would be a mis-
take. Even if you are successful or feel locked into a building or 
have a bad lease, you should not ignore this step. 

For many practices, due to the economy and other factors, 
demographics and competition have significantly changed 
during recent years while you’ve been busy serving your patients. 
Regardless of where you are in your practice life, you should 
immediately determine if the competition, demographics and 
overall market aspects of your location, based on a detailed 
location-strategy assessment, realistically support your growth 

goals and ensure that your current building makes it possible to 
accomplish them.

Conclusion 
For every practice, I believe that these steps and considerations 

will help ensure the optimal chance for success and help avoid a great 
deal of stress, and wasted time and money. A good situation can 
be made better. A bad situation can be fixed. I hope this helps you, 
the entrepreneur, exceed all of your goals and not fall victim to the 
conundrum. I wish all the best to you and your staff and family. ■

1. Demographic and business data: This is a 
key for every existing or startup practice. 
Get a baseline of where you are today.   
Take Action: Obtain a demographic report, 
ensuring it uses census-block data, not ZIP 
codes, and includes current and five-year 
forecast demographic data, total sales, retail 
sales, number of businesses and number of 
employees. Ensure it covers both a small, 
focused area around your practice as well as 
your complete market area (defined as the 
maximum realistic drive time a new patient 
would endure to come to you). 

2. Competition evaluation: Determine the 
ratio of population to practitioners for 
the same areas examined in your initial 
demographic data. These ratios must be 
compared to market-saturation standards 
by practice type. For example, a 2,000-1 
ratio for general dentists is a saturated 
market. 
Take Action: Get a practitioner-to-popu-
lation report. Include data for all practice 
specialties. Do not be tempted to do this 
on your own by using Internet search data. 

This is a notoriously unreliable method and 
a waste of your time.

3. Evaluate future-growth potential: 
Use the five-year forecasted data to help 
determine if the market can support your 
long-term goals.

4. Underserved areas: Census-block prac-
titioner and population data are showing 
that despite common belief, many excellent 
pockets of opportunity still exist in metro 
areas—especially within a reasonable 
distance—in underserved areas with high 
practitioner-to-population ratios and 
great income- and practice-value  
growth potential. 
Take Action: Understand where the pockets 
of underserved areas are in your market 
and explore methods of reaching those 
pockets. 

5. Building/office strategy: This is vital and 
can vary widely. Here are some sample 
questions to consider based on data from 
other factors.

• Are you in the optimal location for long-
term growth? 

• If not, should you sell, move or buy another 
practice, or open a satellite office? 

• Should you own, lease or build? 
• When does your lease end? Should you 

renew? You need to start planning at least 
18 months in advance.

• What should you include in your  
building lease? 

• If you move, how do you keep existing 
patients, yet open new market 
opportunities?

• Does your current space give you the  
room to accommodate your future 
expected growth? 

• Is it worth remodeling when the  
time comes?

• Should you add a different specialty? 
• Ask yourself if you are in a situation that’s 

not going to improve or is maxed out, and 
whether you should cut your losses now 
and find a better situation.

• Is now the time to take advantage of the 
current low interest rates to start or buy 
a practice, upgrade equipment, buy a 
building, remodel, move, etc.? 

 A location-strategy review should include:
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