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So I wanted to get your take without you giving personal information out. How many 
starts per year (Phase I + comprehensive) do you guys shoot for per year? For a new practice in 
its second full year of practice, what would you all consider to be a good number to be at? I’m 
a relatively new practice that’s doing okay and slowly growing, but have no gauge of what to 
consider a typical trajectory. I’m aiming to be a 4 days a week practice that is moderately busy. 
In my second year of practice and let’s say, going out to the next several years … what should I 
be shooting for in terms of monthly or yearly starts to meet this goal? Thanks for your input! 

If you are trying to make around $200,000 you will need 10-15 starts per month including 
Phase I. If you want to make more you need to fi rst evaluate if the extra stress is really worth it 
in the long run, and then either work in corporate the other days of the week or open a satellite 
offi ce (unless you bought the practice and it has a large patient base). This has been my experi-
ence but others may have different experiences. Overall quality of life cannot be overlooked as 
an additional component. 

I started a practice from scratch. So you’re saying 10-15 total starts per month equates to 
about $200,000 per year take home? Does that include expenses of business loan repayment, 
rent, etc.? I defi nitely don’t want a huge mega practice (more money, more problems) but a good 
goal would be maybe a take home of $300,000 or even $400,000 per year? Lots of variables I 
know, but that equates to probably 250 starts per year, right? 

I’m going to give a theoretical approach to your question. First, we have to make some 
assumptions to make the math simple.

Assume $5,000 per case at 2 years of treatment. No down payment with $2,500 collected 
in the fi rst year of treatment. The other $2,500 in the second year. No Phase I, which I know, 
isn’t realistic, but I have only fi ve percent of Phase I cases. Steady state of 200 starts per year 100 
percent collection rate.

So in a steady state, you are collecting $5,000 per start. So with 200 starts you are collecting 
$1 million per year. Depending on your overhead percentage, you may net $500,000.

This works better near the average number of starts. This is because of the difference of fi xed 
overhead and variable overhead, which is rough on lower than average starts and is gravy for the 
larger than average practices. Also, it does not equate to the real world exactly since we collect a 
down payment. So this tends to raise fi rst half collections and decrease second half collections. 
But, theoretically in steady state, it should not make a difference. Just my take. Unfortunately, 
I am in the lesser crowd. 

 

Don’t forget that taxes will get half of your net. The harder you work, the more people you 
employ, the more headaches you have, the more nights you lie awake … the higher the percent-
age that you pay. Quality of life is most important. 
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Interested in this question as well. If the goal is a lower volume practice then I would think 
lower fi xed overhead is very important. Keeping staff to a minimum speaks for itself, however I 
fi nd it diffi cult to identify the balance between paying a premium for location (rent) or reducing 
rent with less than ideal location and visibility. There seems to be stress placed on marketing 
directly to the public these days. Are the days of setting up in large medical or dental buildings 
behind us? I’m seeing rental rates around $40 sq. ft. for good visibility and traffi c in newer 
buildings. Thanks to the OP for bringing up this topic. Wish you success in your new practice. 
Interested in hearing more responses. 

   
If the gurus say staff expenses should be 21 percent and rent should be about 9 percent, it seems 

like a little splurging in rent to gain visibility may not be bad, especially since it may raise your 
gross and thus lower your percentage of rent (which you just increased by moving to the expensive 
spot). But for a new unproven offi ce, I would be nervous to increase my fi xed expenses. 

And to marketing directly to your own patient base … at least we have the option to market 
directly to people. Could you imagine being an endodontist and asking for patient referrals or 
sending postcards to the community for root canals? 

Without knowing more about you, your professional and personal profi les, your practice phi-
losophy or your aspirations, your questions are almost impossible to answer.

For example, what do you consider to be an appropriate mixture of Phase I and comprehensive 
treatment. For charlestonbraces, his groove is fi ve percent Phase I. For me, it’s about 25 percent Phase 
I. For an orthodontist in partnership with a pedo group, it might be fi fty-fi fty. What kind of patient 
fl ow do you consider moderately busy? For me, an ideal number of patients is 45-55 per day. For some 
Orthotownies, they probably wouldn’t be breaking a sweat seeing double this number of patients. 
What about regular treatment intervals? How far apart do you like seeing your ongoing, active 
patients? Is it four, six, eight, 10 or even 12 weeks? I’m comfortable seeing routine adjustments every 
four to six weeks, but shorten the interval to three weeks at the end when I’m fi nishing and detailing.

I haven’t even begun to discuss staff issues. Are you great at managing staff? Or perhaps you’re 
like me and the majority of orthodontists that are happiest being chairside bending wires while 
chatting with patients. All else being equal, the size of your staff certainly has a major effect on how 
many patients you can see a day. What about your facility? How many chairs do you have?

What about the competition in your area?  Above all else, I think this places the greatest con-
straint on how large your practice can become.

But you’re looking for real numbers, so here they are. I fi nished residency in 1999 and started 
my practice from scratch right out of the gate, and saw my fi rst patient in June 2000. In my fi rst 
calendar year in private practice, I started 75 cases. In my second year, I started 90. In my third year, 
I think I did 120. The average JCO practice supposedly starts between 225-250 cases per year, and 
I didn’t reach those numbers until I bought my second offi ce in 2012. But I’m in arguably the most 
competitive market in the country, and your market may be completely different.

I don’t think I’m wildly successful by any stretch of the imagination, but I’m comfortable in 
my own skin and happy with the treatment results of the overwhelming majority of the cases I turn 
out. I’m able to support my family very well and breathe the air of freedom doing what I love. At 
the end of the day, that’s good enough for me. I’m sure you’ll be able to do the same if you put your 
heart and soul into your practice. 

     
How competitive is your market? What is the size of your city or town? Are corporations or 

GPs doing ortho nearby? Median income? Number of local GPs? Are there new GPs opening up 
nearby? I think that your expectations will developed by answering these questions. 
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You couldn’t possibly get a better answer than Billy Wonka’s. I started all over again at the 
age of 59 in a part of town that I really didn’t know any of the dentists. One thing you should 
keep in mind is ortho practices grow slowly at fi rst but once you reach a certain mass you can 
grow very fast (almost exponentially). That is when you will need to make some real hard deci-
sions as to what kind of practice you want. After fi ve years I am coming to that point. Opening a 
small satellite offi ce really helped me to grow. You should shoot for one start per day and develop 
a marketing plan to achieve that. Just a good starting number in my opinion. Then as you grow  
re-evaluate. I am up to 30 cases a month now. It is ok for me to handle but if I grow any more, 
I will need more staff. Not sure I want that. Only reason I would grow is for my daughter who 
is applying to ortho school now. 

    
This is a hard to answer question. The number of starts per year is what you are comfortable 

with. Some of us are good with 50. Some of us need 500. If you wanted a 50 start practice and fi nd 
yourself with the fl oodgates open treating 500, grow the practice and sell it, then start over and keep 
it small. I’m sure there is no shortage of people wanting to purchase fully functional practices. If you 
want a 500 practice and only have 50, then do whatever you have to in order to grow. 

   
I, on the contrary, prefer to have a large patient base and see as many patients in a day as possible. 

The more cases I treat and fi nish, the more I learn (from successes and failures), the more experience I 
gain, and the more people who will hear about my practice. It’s actually more stressful for me to come 
to work with a very light schedule. I’d rather close that day and stay home. I don’t like to wait for 
my patients to show up. I hate it when they no show on me. By having a busy schedule, I don’t even 

know or care who didn’t show up for their appointments. 
It’s stressful to watch the assistants, whom I pay a lot, sit-
ting around doing nothing. When we are busy, I don’t mind 
working as an extra assistant and do wire changes myself. 
When one of my assistants call in sick, I work extra hard to 
take care of my patients. I later reward myself for not having 
to pay the assistant, who didn’t show up for work, by taking 
my wife and kids out for a nice dinner.

Since I am not very good at communicating with 
my patients … with people in general (I guess because 
of me being a timid person and because of cultural dif-
ferences), I target the population of patients who don’t 
usually ask the doctors a lot of questions … mostly low 
income patients. I don’t mind seeing more of them and 
make less per case. It’s still much better than doing gen-
eral dentistry. It’s still much less physically demanding 
than doing general dentistry. Perhaps, I will change this 
kind of thinking in the future when my eyes start to need 
reading glasses and when I need to dye my gray hairs. If 
I still have a lot of time to read and write posts on this 
forum, then I don’t think I work hard enough or my job 
is stressful enough. 

 Join the discussion online at:     
www.orthotown.com
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