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The Dentist’s
Biggest Challenge

A dental office is where a dentist operates
An enterprise is where an entrepreneur operates
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If the dental office is 
a business-oriented 
enterprise, it should 
set up its strategic 
intent taking into 

consideration that it 
is operating within 
a health system, 
where people’s 

health is taken care 
by the people one 

trusts. 
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he institutional goal for a dental office 
(enterprise) is to create value and eco-
nomic wealth for the dentist through 
an organized and planned entrepre-
neurial management system.

The dentist’s professional goal (entrepreneur) is to 
satisfy patients’ therapeutic needs through clinical 
and relational skills based on ethic.

Both goals require specific knowledge and capacity. 
Common sense and “copy-paste” training are not 
sufficient. In healthcare both goals need to coincide, 
balancing the economic outcome together with the 
principles of professional ethic. It is from these bino-
mials, apparently dichotomous, that Ethic Marketing 
and the Ethic of Marketing, as well as Quality, are 
coming from.

Such goals, in fact, are not achieved by chance, con-
trol on expenses is not enough, nor is the advice of a 
friend with dental management experience. 

First of all, in order to create clinical value and economic 
wealth it’s important to be able to ask oneself some 
questions. Such as, why do we study? To be able to ask 
ourselves the right questions! Those not studying are not 
capable of asking themselves any questions and they 

will realize of economic, market or relational crisis only 
when the symptoms are evident. Right questions, focus, 
commitment, planning, organization, knowledge and 
management capacity are what is needed to create 
value. Experience is not enough. In fact, copying what 
a colleague suggests is risky, it might not work in your 
case and create adverse effects. Just like a drug that 
shouldn’t be taken without a diagnosis, without consult-
ing a doctor first...

If the dental office is a business-oriented enterprise, 
it should set up its strategic intent taking into con-
sideration that it is operating within a health system, 
where people’s health is taken care by the people 
one trusts. We are talking about “trust” necessarily 
linked to: vision, mission, values and principles.  A 
business strategy is set up and measured and needs 
to converge towards a vision, creating a strategic 
management system architecture and key strategies 
to reach its mission and vision, which is Ethic, such as  
“satisfying therapeutic and patients’ needs through 
clinical and relational capabilities”. 

There are several conceptual, mental and applied 
models indicating how to tailor business and con-
sequently how to tailor management architecture as 
well as enterprise processes. 

T
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2. Here is the first challenge: knowing and managing the analysis 
criteria of a dental office  

If we compare a dental office to an enterprise, even 
if it’s not so appropriate, we can use similar criteria of 
analysis and distinguish two macro-areas:

Managerial factors (what the enterprise-dental of-
fice does to reach good results):

•Leadership
(knowledge and management involvement) 
•Personnel management
•Policies and strategies
•Human resources
•Processes 
(rules and procedures, monitoring of activities)

Operating results (what the enterprise-dental office 
produces):
•Personnel satisfaction 
(professional growth, motivation, involvement)
•Customer satisfaction 
(satisfaction and customer loyalty) 
•Impact on society (Ethic, reputation, CRM - Cus-
tomer Relationship Management)
•Business results (financial and economic results)

Knowledge of these two macro-areas is a strategy 
in itself. Fulfilling it becomes one of the solutions to 
obtain professional success.

Health Management and Ethic Marketing always 
need to operate within the enterprise-dental office 
by necessarily keeping under control the economic 
aspect but an increase in profits comes only if the 
focus is on customer satisfaction. For example doing 
some advertising is not enough...on the contrary.

So, let’s get working! First of all, acquire knowledge 
and then monitor Managerial Factors and Operating 
Results.

3. Successful business

If a dental office runs its activity by keeping under 
control number of patients, quality of service and 
economic aspect, linking profits increase to patients’ 
satisfaction. Now, if we ask both dentists (owners of 
their own activity) and good entrepreneurs, as well 
as their patients (the ones financing the dentist’s ac-
tivity) which is the reason of success for a dental 
office, most likely they would answer “the mission of 
a dental office is creating value for patients’ health”.  
This means that success of a dental office depends 
on the Quality Perceived by its patients. 

Dental offices reach 
long lasting success, 
profits and stay in 

business in the long 
term only if they 
offer value to all 
stakeholders and 
assure customers’ 

loyalty.
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The Quality Perceived is the sum of four different 
qualities: 
1-Clinical, 
2-Organizational, 
3-Communicational, 
4-Economic. 

Such different qualities cannot be taken singularly, es-
pecially the clinical aspect. For example, being good 
is not enough and measuring success only through 
profit is a mistake. Not considering so and measur-
ing success of a dental office just by economic aspect 
without focusing on marketing and management is 
inadequate, according to the author and to other 
emerging theories. Exclusive attention to capital, profit 
or just to patients’ satisfaction can divert manage-
ment’s attention from what really counts: a balance 
between economic, human and market resources. 
Attention to profits is important but it cannot be the 
only focus of an enterprise, for instance an exclusive 
focus on Clinical Quality is not enough. It is not even 
enough to be in a good environment. A market, if it’s 
not attractive, cannot be a good one!

Some dental offices use marketing and its different 
tools, such as advertisement and price, to obtain suc-
cess. The risk of dental advertisement is to communi-

cate to patients that the dentist’s objective is creating 
profit and, even if it is absolutely nothing new, it will 
lead to the impoverishment of the spirit and patients’ 
motivation. Sooner or later the initial therapeutic, or-
ganizational, communicational and economic objec-
tives will fail.

The success of an enterprise fails if the right balance is 
missing, alignment and orientation of all values consti-
tuting the strategic intent. Dental offices reach long 
lasting success, profits and stay in business for a long 
time only if they offer value to all stakeholders and 
assure customers’ loyalty. Single focuses, or primarily 
on one of the Qualities, only bring to non strategic 
targets leading to short lasting success both in busi-
ness and image and they surely do not guarantee 
competition in the long term. Professional and ethic 
marketing can be extended to the concept of sat-
isfaction, amplifying the meaning of marketing and 
overcoming the common mistake of confusing “ad-
vertisement” with “marketing” and with “communi-
cation” without looking at the Quality Perceived by 
patients/customers.

We can agree that the mission of a dental office is to 
create value to patients’ health, reaching the dentist’s 
business and satisfying all those linked to the dental 
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office (assistants, workers, partners, secretaries and 
technicians); in this way, such organization is perfectly 
in balance with times and with one’s strategic intent. 

4. A Business Excellence Management model

The origin of success in business could be attributed 
to the ability, awareness and sensitiveness of dentists 
(freelance entrepreneurs). Today their management 
becomes necessary to run a dental office with in-
novative means and criteria, developing new capaci-
ties of learning about the past, organising the present, 
seeing into the future and taking decisions. There are 
many problems preventing dentists-entrepreneurs 
from performing their duties. One is surely the lack 
of professional managerial knowledge, essential to 
really understand the different situations and prob-
lems and to avoid cognitive illusions, typical of most 
do-it-yourself dentists-entrepreneurs.  In any case, 
it is important to remind to each dentist that real-
ity is very different from perfection and that a per-
fect enterprise-dental office does not exist. There 
should be only an organization modelled to satisfy 
one’s own business goals. Actually, it’s important to 
introduce the concept of ideal reference organiza-
tion, intended as an excellent organization, charac-
terized by the capacity to maximize results and to 

reach, harmonically and coherently, stakeholders’ 
satisfaction by measuring results. The ideal reference 
organization (or excellent) should not be intended 
as an undefined perfect organization, but it should 
have a good and coherent management system with 
specific targets to reach so as to remain competitive 
in the long term. 

The organization as planned and conceived is suit-
able for its task as it does not carry any problems. It is 
characterized by adequate learning and communica-
tion and free from all infrastructures usually created 
to take care of the mess due to such errors.

In an excellent organization downtimes and mistakes 
don’t exist, planning and decisions are correct, ap-
pointments are regularly taken. Targets, values and 
execution capacity are well defined.

The quote “words and deeds are often oceans 
apart” expresses the difficulty encountered on the 
way to excellence. The different recipes given by ex-
perts and the proposed organizational models to-
wards excellence are theoretically considered valid 
but a real application of them meets great difficulties. 

A dentist and his/
her management are 
in direct contact with 

reality every day.
This means 

managing a real 
organization, full 
of problems and 
contradictions. 
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A dentist and his/her management are in direct con-
tact with reality every day….this means administrat-
ing a real organization, full of problems and contra-
dictions. The results of a real organization often differ 
from the targets fixed by the business excellence 
model (ideal reference model) which defines its 
mission expressing its excellent ability. For such rea-
son it’s fundamental to always draft a Business Plan! 
The wider is the gap (performance gap), the more 
numerous and difficult are the problems in the real 
organization. Often the management lacks a systemic 
global vision of the management and business. The 
initial step is to be aware of the fact that the ac-
complishment of business targets and strategic intent 
(enterprise mission and vision) depends on the ac-
complishment of all stakeholders’ expectations, each 
with different roles and participation within the or-
ganization. In any case, in order to reach business tar-
gets and image, the fulfillment of patients’/customers’ 
satisfaction is a fundamental mission for a dental of-
fice-enterprise. Therefore, the ideal reference model 
to reach excellence in business, adjustable and cus-
tomized, should include three basic elements linked 
to each other by a cause-effect relation: systematic 
factors (characterizing the organization as a system, 
leading the dental office towards its own strategic 
intent and targets), processes (through which a den-
tal office organization accomplishes its own strategic 
intent and targets) and business and image results 
(expressing the accomplishment of the strategic in-
tent and targets). 

5. Processes Performances 

Daily work occupies most managerial resources. 
Dentists tend to manage their activity and plans 
in the short term. Often the amount of problems, 
delays or deadlines forces them to focus and take 
care of emergencies only. Consequently the dentist 
ends up not having time for planning and managing 
processes effectively and efficiently but running after 
the most urgent and tangible problems, carrying with 
him/her assistants, secretary, collaborators and so on. 
In this way working in emergency strengthens, be-
coming the dentist’s daily approach to work. In such 
a situation dentists forget that a managerial organi-
zational process is where value comes from. In such 
bleary moments many dentists are unaware of the 
fact that if a managerial and organizational process is 
missing, Clinical Quality as well as business processes 
quality will be missing too. 

Supply Chain Management means that the dental of-
fice carries out its strategic intent reaching its targets 
and those of its patients/customers. 

Decisions must be rational and balanced by experi-
ence; they must be founded on real facts and on 
sufficiently accurate and reliable information. Efficient 
decisions are founded on the analysis of real data 
and information, logic and intuition. Lack of aims and 
of monitoring real results leads to a chaotic man-
agement, in such a situation a comparison between 
expected targets and final results is missing and any 
possible intervention to reach the expected results 
and a consequent process management is completely 
missing. The quality of decisions taken depends on 
the efficiency of the decisional process which de-
pends on the ability of the dentist-manager to take 
decisions and on the conditions of uncertainty in 
which decisions are taken (coherence and stability, 
accuracy, speed, relevance and amount of available 
information).

It is the value given to organizational processes that 
creates the path leading to the accomplishment of 
business targets and image. An organization is ca-
pable of reaching competitive advantages only if it is 
capable of managing processes as a whole and not 
just one single strong factor. To guarantee a competi-
tive advantage the management of the dental prac-
tice-enterprise must study and carefully comply with 
the processes, controlling and improving them all the 
time. Business success is, in any case, the result of an 
excellent process. To obtain excellent process results 
you need a first-rate structure, the right people and 
the right environment to operate in. Research and 
Team training are essential!

6. Conclusion

The perfect organization does not exist. Each orga-
nization has its own DNA, its own features, organiza-
tional architecture, resources, capability, leadership and 
strategic intent. Instead of looking for the perfect or-
ganizational structure, dentists-managers must learn 
to create their ideal reference model, the organiza-
tion’s excellent model, suitable for their task. It is the 
dentist-manager’s responsibility, as well as the Team’s 
organization, to lead the dental office as much as 
possible towards the ideal reference model, express-
ing excellence for one’s own business. Regarding this 
matter, management training is fundamental today, 
in a market environment where patients’ decisional 
processes are subject to constant changes and evalu-
ations, thanks to access to new resources such as 
the Web, where the economic and financial manage-
ment of medical activities is always more business-
oriented with investments and risks and where ex-
cellence and quality are more and more the result 
of organization, investments, training and monitored 
procedures and where ethic marketing also represents 
an essential value to professional success.
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It is the value given 
to organizational 
processes that cre-

ates the path leading 
to the accomplish-
ment of business 

targets and image. 
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Glaxo GSK, Sanofi Pasteur, Difa Cooper, 
Cantabria. 
• Teacher in 5 prestigious italian universities. 
• Author of more than 260 publications 
on Il sole 24 ore, Infodent international, 
mediamix and so on. 
• Members of scientific boards, such as 
Dental Tribune. 
• TV chairman for Sky channels. 
• CBO member of CIO (Italian Con-
gresses of Dentistry); National consul-
tant for ANDI (Italian National Dental  
Association); International Member of 
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and international and national con-
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