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One orthodontist looks at why today’s orthodontic practices are struggling, and identifies 
ways to survive and thrive

Wave Goodbye to the Good Old Days

BY LEON KLEMPNER, DDS

T he mom-and-pop solo 
orthodontic  bus i-
ness model will soon 

no longer be sustainable. Our 
industry is changing at a record 
pace, and only a small subset 
of private practices will make 
it through the crush. I have 
been fortunate enough to travel 
across the country, lecturing to 
and meeting with orthodontists, 
all the while learning how their 

businesses are doing. While 
a select few practices report 
experiencing significant growth, 
most tell me they are merely 
“holding up.” I notice that 
those that are struggling often 
blame the economy or some 
external source beyond their 
control, as we all are prone to 
do when things trend down. 
However, I believe the root 
cause is a significant paradigm 

shift within our profession, and 
it requires us likewise to make 
significant changes. 

In one of my lectures, I have 
a photo of a crying baby with a 
caption stating, “Nobody likes 
change—except for a crying 
baby.” I think it’s safe to say 
that most of us are uncomfort-
able with change. However, I 
don’t believe we have an option 
anymore. Our profession is 
being eroded away by a number 
of converging forces that are 
threatening the traditional 
private orthodontic practice, and 
we need to take action.

The following is a breakdown 
of the five major forces impact-
ing your private orthodontic 
practice that will require you to 
either step up your game, or go 
the way of the dinosaur.

1) The democratization of 
information 

Parents of potential patients 
and adults seeking straighter teeth 
have become empowered by the 
Internet. Knowledge is power, and 
conducting online research is now 
a prerequisite for making a major 
purchase—and that includes 
orthodontics. On the plus side, 
the information available online 
can accelerate prospective patients 
along the decision-making 
process. Conversely, lack of infor-
mation—or in the worst case, 
negative information—can hurt 
you in a big way. 

The influence of the Inter-
net is a gift. It’s an opportunity 
to provide a window into your 
practice, which can help build a 
level of trust and comfort before 
they even call your office. 
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2) General dentists will no 
longer be your primary source 
of new patients

In years past, courting the 
general dentist (beating the 
bushes) would yield an increase 
in new patient calls. Although 
this is still true to some extent, 
it is not nearly as significant a 
lead generator as it was in the 
past. I’m not advocating ignor-
ing this source of new patients, 
but if you have all your eggs in 
this basket, your practice will 
predictably wither with time. 

All indicators point to an 
increase in the number of orth-
odontic patients being treated 
by general  dentis ts .  The 
increased use of removable 
aligners or limited anterior 
braces will continue and will be 
patient driven. Unfortunately, 
in the eyes of the public, 
despite the marketing efforts by 
our association, the perceived 
difference between a dentist 
and orthodontist is becom-
ing increasingly blurred. The 
public has been led to believe 
that being treated by a dentist 
is the same as being treated 
by an orthodontic specialist 
with postdoctoral advanced 
training. This is exactly what 
happened to our prosthodontic 
colleagues years ago.

3) Growth of mid-level  
providers (MLPs)

In an effort to increase access 
to dental care and reduce costs, 
many states are creating a new 
state dental license to function 
somewhere between a dental 
hygienist and dentist. You can 
view this as a “super hygienist,” 
not unlike a nurse practitio-
ner in the medical field, with 
the ability to perform many 
procedures now commonly 
conducted only by a licensed 
dentist. Restorations, extrac-
tions, administration of anes-
thesia, and writing prescriptions 
are just an idea of their broad 
scope. This model is not new 
and is currently already in place 

in many countries worldwide. 
Alaska, Minnesota, and Maine 
have already passed this law. 
Although only speculation, the 
likelihood of MLPs being able 
to dispense removable align-
ers under the supervision of a 
dentist rather than an ortho-
dontist is also probable. 

4) Newly graduated orthodon-
tists have massive debt

It is now fairly common for 
new orthodontic graduates 
to accumulate a few hundred 
thousand dollars of student 
loans to repay. The cost of 
4 years of college, 4 years of 
dental school, and 2 to 3 years 
of orthodontic training adds up 
quickly. These highly trained 
professionals need to make a 
living somewhere. The tradi-
tional associateship leading to 
partnership model of the past 
assumes practice growth and/or 
early retirement of the senior 
doctor. Neither of these is 
anticipated in most practices, 
leading to a surplus of well-
qualified graduates.

5) Downward pressure on 
orthodontic fees due to 
growth of Dental Service 
Organizations

The 800-pound gorilla in 
the room is the rapid growth 
and economic success of well-
run corporate group practices. 
They are already growing 
in the West and South, and 
moving to the East.  The 
poor-quality dental clinics 
of the 1980s will be replaced 
with well-financed, spa-like 
state-of-the-art facilities with 
well-trained young orthodontic 
graduates and a highly trained, 
patient-friendly staff. 

Low-cost, long-term afford-
able patient financing will  
be readily available and be  
presented by trained sales 
personnel. Bulk purchasing of 
high-end equipment such as 
digital radiography, comput-
erized management systems, 

brackets, bands, and aligners 
will enable lower fees and 
higher profits. In addition to 
introducing a very competitive 
fee structure, they will provide 
one-stop shopping by offering 
general dentistry and all spe-
cialty services in one facility. 
Weekend and evening appoint-
ments will be readily available. 
This is your future competi-
tion, and the future is now.

Despite the factors discussed, 
I believe there will always 
be room for a high-quality, 
persona l i zed  or thodont ic 
practice. But it means shifting 
the mind-set from a business-
to-business or general dentist-
oriented marketing model to 
a consumer-focused approach. 
The decision-making lies with 
the patient now, and we need to 
resonate with them.

Here’s how to make sure 
your practice is primed to 
survive the competitive crush 
and stand out as a preferred 
choice for new patients:

a) Make it easy to find you 
online. Let me be clear that 
your website does not have to 
rank first in an organic Google 
search, but you do need to be 
on page one. To use a newspa-
per metaphor, you need to be 
“above the fold.” The best way 
to do that is to provide many 
opportunities to show up there. 

The strategy is to provide as 
much information as possible 
online about your practice in 
as many formats and on as 
many platforms as possible, 
in addition to an engaging 
website. Make sure you have a 
presence on a variety of social 
media platforms and review 
sites, all of which feature a lot 
of information about you in 
different ways, such as written 
blogs, videos, and photos. All 
of this information translates 
into chances for your practice 
to appear in a search result. 
Although it sounds cumber-
some and may cost money, this 
is actually the simplest part. 

b) Encourage your patients to 
share their positive experiences 
with your practice online. The 
truth is that people trust what 
others say about you more 
than what you say about your-
self. Consequently, the most 
impactful way to build your 
online reputation is by cultivat-
ing strong reviews across the 
major review sites. At the same 
time, this effort helps to buffer 
against the inevitable negative 
review. One complaint among 
a sea of praise is an outlier. 
But one complaint as the only 
review is a deal-breaker. 

It has taken you years to 
build your reputation (whether 
online or offline), and unfor-
tunately, it only takes a minute 
to trash it. Make sure you’re 
caring for it. 

c) Find ways to differentiate 
your practice and ensure your 
staff lives the brand and your 
patients feel it—whether they’re 
in the office or online reading 
reviews, or checking out photos 
from your last patient appre-
ciation day. Identify what makes 
your practice unique, and build 
marketing programs around 
it that help demonstrate the 
difference. Do you focus on 
client care and satisfaction? 
Invest in the latest technology? 
Early treatment? How are you 
different? Emphasize these 
qualities, and build a brand 
around them. Remember, you 
won’t be able to compete on 
price or convenience. You 
must provide a strong reason 
for new patients to choose you.

The bottom line is that it’s 
no longer good enough to 
produce an excellent clinical 
result. That’s the baseline. 
If your practice is going to 
survive and thrive, new and 
existing patients need to see 
and believe your practice is 
special. The future will be 
bright for those who are pro-
active and willing to adapt to 
this rapidly changing environ-
ment before it’s too late. OP
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