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Executive Summary
Any successful dental group practice must learn how to develop young dentists into consistent  
providers of excellent new patient experiences. Unfortunately, young dentists fresh out of school 
are often ill-equipped to deal with the complexities of developing doctor-patient relationships.

The traditional approaches to developing young dentists include partnering them with a senior 
dentist, minimizing the young dentist’s role, adopting sales techniques, or getting coaching from 
non-dentists. But all these can turn out to be unpredictable and stressful. 

This white paper provides a real-world case study that shows how this eight-step process  
helped one of the largest group dental practices in the U.S., Pacific Dental Services, achieve  
very positive results.

A better way to develop young dentists  
is to implement this proven eight-step process:
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The Problem with Young Dentists
This report defines any recent graduate with less than five years of practice as a “young dentist.” 
Listen to the leaders of dental group practices, and you’ll notice a familiar theme about  
young dentists:

 u “They don’t know how to talk to patients without overwhelming them!”

 u “They keep on explaining long after the patient stops listening!”

 u “I wish they had the confidence to tell patients what they need!”

Leaders of dental group practices are right to be concerned about the performance of young 
dentists. After all, bringing in new dentists is one of the critical ways for a practice to grow and 
flourish. 

Unfortunately, young dentists are often ill-equipped to deal with all the complexities of a dental 
practice. They may not be able to manage people, time, and money the way a profitable practice 
requires. Many are facing all the challenges of starting a family. And what’s more, the average 
new dentist today is burdened with $200,000 in debts from dental school. 1

It’s not realistic to simply plug a recent graduate into an existing dental practice and expect them 
to succeed without any risk of high stress, trial-and-error leadership gaffes, turnover of dental 
staff, loss of patients, or personal burnout. 

Handling new patients can be painful
Where the limitations of the young dentist are revealed in the most painful ways is when a new 
patient comes in for their first visit. 2

New patients are the lifeblood of a dental practice. The quality of a patient’s initial experience in 
a dental office—especially how well the dentist listens and engages with them—influences the 
care a new patient will accept, their loyalty to the practice, their willingness to make referrals, and 
even how promptly they pay their bills. 3

Your mother was right when she said, “You only have one chance to make a good first impression!”  
Too bad more moms don’t teach in dental schools. 

             That’s why one of the most crucial challenges for any leader of a 
dental group practice is to develop young dentists into consistent providers  
                                    of excellent experiences for new patients.
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Young dentists don’t 
know what’s wrong
Young dentists know it’s important to offer 
every new patient an excellent experience 
on their first visit. The problem is, what they 
believe constitutes an excellent experience 
is often not what the new patient thinks. 

Here’s a typical scenario, involving a young 
dentist we’ll call Dr. Mark.

For the past four years, Dr. Mark was  
immersed in the culture of dental school. 
He was trained to think in a logical fashion, 
to focus on discovering dental disease and 
then apply evidence-based therapeutic 
processes. Dr. Mark was trained, tested, and 
licensed based on the anatomical, physio-
logical, and technical aspects of dentistry. 

Dr. Mark’s education involved learning a great 
deal of scientific nomenclature, technical 
jargon, and clinical vocabulary. This jargon 
enables him to communicate clearly with 
other dentists, team members, dental labs 
and all the other organizations that make up 
the dental industry. 

Now Dr. Mark is working in his first practice 
with a new patient on her first visit, 58-year-
old Mrs. Logan. After thoroughly examining 
her, Dr. Mark says, “Well, Mrs. Logan, you 
have a class 2 carious lesion on tooth  
number 14 and you need a CEREC  
restoration.”

But that’s all gibberish to Mrs. Logan, who 
couldn’t find tooth number 14 if you offered 
her $100. She gets flustered, says she will 
have to think about it, and leaves the office 
without booking any future appointment.

In short, Dr. Mark just created a poor new 
patient experience.

The accidental education
Dr. Mark’s technical vocabulary disconnected 
the young dentist from the new patient. But 
this disconnect is a blind spot for Dr. Mark. 
Like many of his peers, he doesn’t realize 
that his technical vocabulary and zeal for  
educating patients is actually working 
against him. 

How does this happen? The answer is clear.

While every dental student is consciously 
learning the technical aspects of dentistry, 
they are unconsciously learning to communi-
cate in the language of the profession. As a 
result, they receive an intentional education 
in dentistry at the same time as they  
receive an accidental education in how to 
communicate to patients. 4
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The accidental education is rather like  
acquiring an accent. For example, if you  
grow up in the South, you don’t intentionally  
learn a Southern accent. You just adopt it  
because that’s how  everyone else speaks.

Think about it: Most accountants, architects, 
doctors, engineers, financial planners, and  
lawyers absorb the communication style  
of their professors at school, and then  
integrate that into their personal style  
when they arrive in the workforce. 

This works perfectly well when speaking  
to others in the same profession.

But when a professional interacts with a  
consumer—a financial planner with an  
investor, a homebuilder with a homeowner,  
or a dentist with a patient—the technical  
jargon of an unfamiliar profession can come 
across as intimidating or overwhelming. 

Even when faced with sound facts and  
logical reasoning, clients sometimes balk.  

Clients often invest unwisely. Homeowners  
put off critical repairs. And dental patients  
reject perfectly sensible recommendations.

Unfortunately, the accidental education of 
young dentists can separate them from the 
very people they’re trying to advise. And 
because most dentists are not aware of this, 
they can’t understand why patients won’t 
accept their treatment recommendations. 

In fact, this is the greatest limiting factor for 
any young dentist’s career. 

Poor communication with  
patients is a major limiting factor  
in the profitability of a group  
dental practice. 

One large group practice has observed that 
patients who do not accept treatment or 
schedule a follow-up appointment during 
their first visit are far less likely to return to 
the practice.

Seeing more new patients is NOT the answer
When a patient refuses care, a young dentist often assumes it’s because the patient isn’t  
educated enough about their dental problems. Young dentists often increase the amount of 
technical explanation behind their recommendations. But this only makes things worse. 

Few young dentists know enough to follow the old saying, “When you find yourself in a hole,  
stop digging.”

The problems for both the young dentist and the practice compound rapidly when patients 
refuse care, or even leave the practice altogether. 

One knee-jerk reaction can be to increase the number of new patients sent to the young dentist 
to make up for the others who refused care. But this only digs the hole deeper. 

Sending more patients to a young dentist who creates flawed new patient experiences is not 
the answer. This can deflate the confidence of the dentist and spike their stress, as patient after 
patient refuses treatment. Too often, this leads to the dentist or other team members quitting the  
practice. That’s a lose-lose for everyone: patients, young dentists, and group practices who need  
fresh blood. 



Developing Young Dentists into Providers of Excellent New Patient Experiences    •    www.paulhomoly.com         5      

Some Traditional Solutions to  
DevelopingYoung Dentists 
Here are some of the most common ways to try developing young dentists in dental group  
practices, and why each one falls short. These methods include:

 u Do nothing and hope things fall into place

 u Partner young dentists with experienced dentists

 u Minimize the dentist’s role

 u Adopt standard sales techniques

 u Get coaching from non-dentists

Do nothing and hope things fall into place
Early in their development, dental group practices often lack the capital and administrative  
capacity to properly train dentists. 

For example, a dental group may acquire the established practice of a retiring dentist, and place 
young dentists into it, hoping things will simply fall into place. 

But most often, these situations lead to stress, declining profitably, and staff and patient turnover. 
“Hoping” is not a viable strategy. 

Partner young dentists with experienced dentists 
Partnering a young dentist (Dr. Junior) with a more experienced dentist (Dr. Senior) can be one 
step up from doing nothing. Dr. Senior may lack good mentoring skills, and have a schedule that’s 
too full to allow any time to train Dr. Junior. 

What’s more, Dr. Senior can be stuck in the very same blind spot of his accidental education.  

     In this situation,  the bad habits of Dr. Senior are too often passed on to 
          Dr. Junior under the guise of “best practices.”  No one really gains. 
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Minimize the dentist’s role
Some groups deliberately minimize the dentist’s role in the new patient experience by delegating 
patient first visits to auxiliaries. The dentist’s role is reduced to clinical examination and treatment 
planning only. 

However, this approach can retard the professional development of a young dentist and  
minimize his role in the eyes of the patient. This can undermine the young dentist’s credibility 
and dilute the patient’s confidence, making them more likely to refuse treatment. 

Adopt sales techniques
 Some leaders of dental group practices use generic business sales or leadership books as  
training tools to coach young dentists. Most of these books contain a germ of truth. 

But it’s dangerous for any young dentist to use sales techniques such as closing or overcoming 
objections. These techniques are awkward for dentists to use, and most will firmly resist them. 

Even more damaging, most sales techniques are readily apparent to  
patients and can instantly destroy the credibility of any dentist  

who experiments with them.

“Your patients don’t care about your production goals,” said a recent article in Dental Products 
Report, “and they certainly don’t want to feel like you’re trying to sell them something.” 5

Get coaching from non-dentists 
Any non-dentist—corporate trainer, OD practitioner, professional educator, or consultant—who 
tries to tell dentists how to manage patients has low credibility with young dentists. 

Dentists come from a dental school culture where they were taught exclusively by other dentists. 
Non-dentist coaches can be useful in assessing and monitoring a dentist’s progress. But they are 
generally ineffective at mentoring a young dentist away from their accidental education.

Each of the practices outlined above have many limitations and drawbacks. It’s no surprise that 
developing young dentists to provide excellent new patient experiences remains a lingering 
problem for many dental group practices. 
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A Successful Process for Developing  
Young Dentists
Fortunately, there is a better approach. Here are eight steps that leaders of dental group  
practices can follow to develop young dentists into consistent providers of excellent new patient 
experiences. 

What’s more, this proven process has delivered exceptional results for many dental group  
practices in retaining new patients, and improving case acceptance from both new and existing 
patients. 

Step 1      Make a  
      commitment
It all starts with you. 

The leadership teams must be committed 
to providing the budget, administrative 
support, steadfast advocacy, and a strong 
“cheering section” for the clinical teams. 

The clinical teams need to know that the 
new processes being put in place to improve 
the new patient experience are not elective, 
but mandatory. 

Leaders of a dental group practice must  
inspire their clinical teams to see that  
excellent new patient experiences are as 
important to the group’s success as  
radiographs, examinations, and quality 
dentistry. 

The mandate to provide excellent 
new patient experiences must  come 
from the very top of your organization. 

Step 2      Adopt a proven 
          process 

Leaders of dental group practices should 
adopt a new patient process (NPP) with a 
strong track record of excellent results.  
This NPP should be customized to fit the 
practice culture where it is implemented. 

The NPP must be thoroughly documented in 
books, audio and video programs, webinars, 
and workshops. These products are essential 
as job aids and teaching tools.

A full range of products ensures that  
the process can be scaled up to support 
multiple teams and locations. These  
materials also reinforce the credibility of  
the NPP itself.
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You will also need a leader/consultant who can help you to implement and fine-tune the process. 
Here’s what to look for: 

 u A successful dentist who your dental teams respect 

 u Strong overall leader who can bring out the best in people.

 u From outside the organization, so he can detect and solve problems that remain  
   blind spots to clinicians within the dental group.   

Step  3       Create  
      champions 
With input from the leader, select four to six 
dentists to champion the implementation of 
the NPP. 

Focus on their early successes and create  
a group of champions who can lead and 
influence dentists throughout the group. 
Think “dentists leading dentists.” 

The key criteria for selecting the  
champions are:

 u Find dentists who realize they are  
no longer growing significantly, who 
recognize that their performance  
has reached a plateau in terms of  
production, professional satisfaction, 
and technical growth.

 u Pick dentists who are becoming  
dispirited, who find that the demands 
of their daily patient load plus  
administration and staff issues  
consume all their time and energy. 

 u Make sure to choose dentists who 
intend to stay for a long-term  
relationship with your organization.

Step  4      Develop  
                    a brand
After selecting the champions, ask them to 
work with the leader to create an engaging 
brand name for the NPP. (After all, “NPP” is 
just another acronym in a world filled with 
acronyms). Look for a name that conveys 
clarity and energy, create its logo, and use 
that logo on everything you create for your 
NPP: training materials, posters, reports, or 
anything else.

Step  5      Keep score
As the champions develop the NPP for your 
practice, have them document and share 
the key metrics of success. These metrics 
should include:

 u Average daily production 

 u Production per exam

 u Production per hour

 u Patient satisfaction

Remember the old saying,  “If you  
can’t measure it, you can’t manage it.” 
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Concrete metrics are critical  
to sustain the momentum  
of the new process. 

Metrics offer proof that the NPP is being 
implemented successfully. This gives the 
champions motivation to stay on track. 

As well, favorable metrics help to appease 
any members of the leadership team who 
may be “lukewarm” about investing resources 
into the new process. 

The strongest proof to sustain the  
implementation is for the champions to 
demonstrate—through metrics and anec-
dotes—that the NPP is good for everyone: 
patients, dentists, team members, and the 
practice as a whole.

 

Step  6      Roll out the 
     new process 
After the champions have successfully 
implemented the NPP and validated it with 
positive metrics and favorable experiences, 
it’s time to begin rolling it out to the rest of 
your organization. 

Hold interactive workshops for groups 
of eight to 10 offices at a time. Have your 
champions act as co-faculty members to 
teach, along with your NPP leader. 

Follow up the workshops with study  
club meetings with the champions and  
support personnel leading the meetings. 
Use support personnel to reinforce and 
monitor the implementation in each office.

Step  7      Refine as  
     needed
Part of the role of the NPP leader and  
champions is to listen thoughtfully to 
feedback from support personnel who are 
monitoring the implementation of the new 
process. 

Expect to hear about some “growing pains.” 
After all, it’s normal for people to complain 
about change. 

Separate “growing pains” from good advice 
on how to adjust your process to better fit 
into the culture of your organization, the 
skill sets of a particular dentist, or the region 
where a practice is located.

Step  8      Train all  
            new hires 
Whenever you bring a young dentist into 
your organization, make it obvious that 
providing an excellent NPP is the heart of 
your culture and the leading factor in your 
success. 

Train all new hires on the NPP before they 
begin to see patients. Get them on track  
immediately. Have the leader of the NPP 
coach one of your champions to lead a 
workshop on the process designed  
specifically for new hires. 

You have an excellent opportunity to    
develop young dentists early in their 
relationship with you, when most     
 are open and  eager for guidance. 
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Help replace their “accidental education” with 
a better way of communicating with patients.

By doing so, you’ll be enhancing the  
well-being of your patients, the success

of your dentists and team members, the 
positive impact and profitability of your 
organization, and the stature of the whole 
profession of dentistry. 

Case Study: Pacific Dental Services
Pacific Dental Services (PDS) is a dental service  
organization (DSO) with several hundred offices in more 
than 10 states, and plans to add 50 new offices a year.  
In 2012, PDS initiated a plan to improve their new  
patient experience. 

Although a documented process was already in place, the company saw the opportunity to bring 
in an outside clinician to get their perspective on refining the process. The goals were to make 
the process more effective, and help newer dentists improve their communication with patients.

PDS hired Dr. Paul Homoly as a consultant to support the development and roll out of a new  
patient process, and selected six of its supported owner dentists to act as champions. They 
branded the new process The Perfect Patient Experience (PPE).

Working with the internal teams for education, marketing, and professional development,  
Dr. Homoly co-designed the PPE and coached the champions into fully implementing it in  
their practices. 

The champions monitored several key metrics, including average daily production, to evaluate 
performance as the PPE was implemented in their practices.

 After six months of coaching, the champion offices reported   
  dramatic improvement in their practice metrics, along with  
                            significant reduction in stress. 

One of the champion owner dentists nearly doubled their average daily production, and increased 
the number of new patients starting treatment on their first visit by 59%. 

On average, the champions improved the number of new patients starting treatment during 
their first visit by 33%. As well, both average daily production and patient referrals increased by 
7% and Quest for Excellence (QFE) scores increased by 2%. Next, the champions were coached 
in how to lead PPE workshops. Regional workshops were co-led by Dr. Homoly and the champion 
owner dentists. Following the workshops, the champions—along with support personnel—
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led study clubs where each attendee dentist and team presented case studies on their progress 
in implementing the PPE.

Complete workshop manuals, study guides, job aids, and start-to-finish video recordings of the new 
patient process were created to help simplify and perpetuate the PPE throughout Pacific’s culture.

Through 2013, all PDS-supported dentists and selected team members attended a PPE workshop. 
Support personnel monitored in-office progress and provided coaching as needed. Mid-course 
corrections were made, and the workshops and study clubs refined based on the needs of the 
PDS-supported dentists and teams. 

One year after implementing the PPE program, one region has experienced an overall increase in 
average daily production, and other regions are expected to see similar results. 

Today, all new dentists entering PDS attend training and orientation to PDS. The PPE has been 
successfully integrated into this training program. One champion dentist was selected to lead  
the PPE for new dentists entering PDS. Since early 2013, the PPE portion of the new dentist  
orientation has been rated the single most valuable aspect of training.

As a community, PDS-supported dentists have voiced a definitive improvement in their level  
of engagement with patients.  

The Perfect Patient Experience from Pacific Dental Services has succeeded in helping young 
dentists overcome the limiting aspects of their accidental education, and learn how to provide 
excellent new patient experiences. The PPE provides a fresh nomenclature and a new way for 
dentists to communicate with patients and each other. 

Pacific Dental Services
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Conclusions
To develop young dentists to provide excellent new patient experiences, leaders of dental group 
practices must look for fresh solutions. 

Dental group practices can only grow, generate profits, and enhance their reputation if they  
provide valuable and unique experiences for patients, dentists, and team members. The new  
patient experience is especially critical, since an early positive experience shapes the patient’s 
entire future with the practice. 

This white paper describes a proven eight-step process to help develop young dentists into  
consistent providers of excellent new patient experiences. 

To find out more about how to develop young dentists, call Paul Homoly at 1-800-294-9370  
or e-mail paul@paulhomoly.com.

Dr. Paul Homoly, CSP
Homoly Communications Institute
3611 Mt. Holly-Huntersville Road, Suite 204-262
Charlotte, NC 28216

Sources
1  Joel Diringer, Kathy Phipps, and Becca Carsel, “Critical Trends Affecting the Future of Dentistry:  
 Assessing the Shifting Landscape,” American Dental Association, May 2013, page 8

 2  Paul, Homoly,  “Making It Easy for Patients to say YES”, 2005, page 34 

 3  “Patient Satisfaction: A focus on pleasing patients will lead to practice success”,  ADA New  
  Dentist News, June 2009, page 3

 4  Paul Homoly,  “Just Because You’re an Expert… Doesn’t Make You Interesting”,   2013, page 7

 5  Renee Knight,  “Are you too much of a car salesman?” Dental Products Report, April 2010

Phone: 704-342-3532    Toll-free: 800-294-9370
E-mail:  paul@paulhomoly.com
Dental Community: www.paulhomoly.com
Business Community: www.TheInterestingExpert.com

© 2014 Homoly Communications Institute. All rights reserved. 

mailto:paul%40paulhomoly.com?subject=Developing%20Young%20Dentists
http://www.paulhomoly.com
http://www.TheInterestingExpert.com


Developing Young Dentists into Providers of Excellent New Patient Experiences    •    www.paulhomoly.com         13      

About the Authors
Dr. Paul Homoly, CSP 
Paul is president of Homoly Communications Institute, a resource for  
developing practice-building skills and leadership for dentists. He  
provides seminars, workshops, and consultations on the topics of  
the new patient experience, dental practice development and  
management, and communication with patients.

Paul practiced restorative dentistry for 20 years in Charlotte, North  
Carolina. Today, he is a frequent columnist in dental trade journals and  
the author of these highly regarded books:

• Dentists: An Endangered Species
• Isn’t It Wonderful When Patients Say Yes!
• Making it Easy for Patients to Say Yes
• Just Because You’re Leading…Doesn’t Mean They’ll Follow
• Just Because You’re an Expert... Doesn’t Make You Interesting

Paul holds the highest earned designation in professional speaking— Certified Speaking  
Professional (CSP)—from the National Speakers Association. Paul is only dentist in the world  
who has earned this designation.

Joe Feldsien,  
Sr. Vice President of Professional Partnership, PSD 
Joe joined PDS in 2004 and is directly responsible for serving the  
needs of the clinical professionals in the areas of clinical excellence,  
development, partnerships and recruiting. He also is responsible for  
supporting the PDS brand within the industry. Prior to joining PDS,  
Joe worked 11 years at 3M Corp in both sales and marketing capacities. 
Joe attended Northwestern College and holds Bachelor of Arts  
degrees in Mathematics and Biblical Studies.


