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by Julie Johnstone

Your patients are leaving... why?
Maintaining faithful patients seems easy enough 
to accomplish, when in fact, it is the biggest  
obstacle dental practices face today. Over the 
past century dentistry has come very far, as 
technology has redefined the profession. In 
those days, there were very few certified den-
tists and those who were often practicing in the 
basement or lower level of their home. When 
someone had a dental concern, they only had 
a few dentists to choose from. Dentistry has 
evolved tremendously since and we can learn 
a lot from the personal doctor to patient rela-
tionship, and how it has changed. The roles in 
a dentist’s office were much fewer and patients 
were seen only by the dentist. The result was 
a more personalized bond between the dentist 
and the patient. 

This sort of relationship can be very benefi-
cial in contemporary dentistry. Patients are still 
seeking this sort of relationship: people want to 
feel like they matter and not that they are “just a 
number”. Patients want to be able to relate and 
want to feel connected with their dental care 
provider. Today, the average routine dental check 
up is with only a dental hygienist and lasts three 
to five minutes. Most dentists seem too busy for 
their patients. 

Currently there are close to 9,000 dentists in 
Ontario alone. This means that the general 
public has many dentists to choose from. Thus, 

if the patients are not feeling a connection to 
the dentist or staff, they will leave. Many prac-
tices will rely solely on their new patient report 
numbers, which leads them to believe that the 
practice is thriving because their new patient 
numbers are maintained. In fact, the practice 
should be more concerned about how many 
patients are leaving the practice instead.

If a dentist attracts twenty-five new patients per 
month but loses sixteen within the same month, 
in order to maintain the patient base, the dentist 
really gained only nine new patients.

So often this business aspect is overlooked.  
This problem goes unnoticed when so much 
money is spent on attracting new patients to 
the practice as opposed to maintaining existing 
clients. There are ways to mend this issue by in-
tegrating more personal means to your practice.

Implement a patient survey
Give a survey to all of your current patients. Al-
low them to fill it out online from your com-
pany website. This will allow patients to answer 
discreetly and honestly. Even though it may be 
stressful to read reviews about your business on 
the Internet, it is strongly suggested that you do. 
You should know what has been said about your 
service by reading what is currently posted on 
the Internet. The reviews are an opportunity to 
learn and develop advantageously. One review 
said that the staff seemed to not really care and PR
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that they seemed more interested in discussing their 
personal lives. This is valuable information for your 
practice. Read it and amend it. 

By implementing a patient survey, you will learn 
whether you are satisfying your patients, and to what 
degree. You may learn from what they suggest. Let 
them know you care about how they feel and that 
you welcome any suggestions or comments regarding 
your services.

Care calls
Care calls are a very personal method of keeping in 
touch with your patients. People love to get a call 
from their dentist. This is one easy way to make your 
patients feel special. Set time perhaps during the 
lunch break or in the evening to call your patients; 
remind them of your services and their personal 
health care needs. Remember you want to keep all 
of your patients instead of giving them away to your 
competition. You want to build loyalty.

If your practice has built strong relationships with 
your patients, they will be more open to communi-
cation. They will refer family, friends and coworkers 
who will help expand your business. Your patients 
will also feel as though they can share their honest 
opinions. For example, if they feel their appointments 
went well or not so well.

Personally attending to all of your patients may seem 
overwhelming; you may feel that your practice is too 
big. Your dental office staff needs to be trained to ful-
ly understand the importance of having your patients 
return to your office on an on-going basis. Your staff 
needs to understand the patients are the practice. 

By making these small changes you are building a 
great foundation for your practice. 

Attracting patients to your practice. 
Why should potential patients choose 
your office? What do you offer that your 
competition doesn’t?
Patients choose a dental practice based on  
the following:

1.	Location

2.	Convenience

3.	 Staff

4.	Dentist 

 

Location
Is your location accessible and visible? Does your lo-
cation offer plenty of free parking? Does your office 
offer a variety of hours? There are successful offices 
that are open from Monday to Thursday from 8 a.m. 
to 5 p.m. However, a not so successful office may be 
open Monday to Friday from 8 a.m. to 9 p.m. and 
Saturday and Sunday from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.

Obviously the first office that is opened Monday to 
Thursday would have a very loyal patient base. In 
this case the office is in full control of the schedule. 
In the second case, the office hours are too excessive. 
What happens is that the practice ends up with large 
overhead costs because they need to have the staff to 
work all of the hours, and many times they do not 
have enough patients to fill all the open hours. Most 
of the time, the schedule falls apart and the prac-
tice is left with open time that equals lost produc-
tion. It is a vicious cycle. Most dentists do not like 
the idea of reducing the appointment schedule and 
feel that their staff will be able to fill the open time. 
What happens as a result of having too much sup-
ply and not enough demand is that your staff feels 
frustrated. The workday is consumed with trying to 
piece together the schedule. It is vital to be in con-
trol of your hours and schedule by not allowing your 
patients to dictate your appointment book. Offer 
flexible hours but work smarter not harder. Measure 
supply and demand. Tighten back on the hours and 
then, open more hours depending on your client 
base. This will save you money in the long run and 
you will make staff more functional. 

Convenience
Does your office have flexible hours? Does your 
office take the payment from the insurance com-
pany? Patients are looking for convenience. What can 
benefit them as consumers? If you know that your 
competition does not take assignment, it is recom-
mended that you consider making your office “Man-
aged Assignment” meaning that you accept payment 
from the insurance company; however, your staff col-
lects the difference from the patient within the same 
day. This only works with very well trained staff. Your 
staff must completely understand that if they do not 
collect that difference and get a Visa or MasterCard 
on file; they could end up with a huge AR problem. 
So they are actually making their job easier by col-
lecting the difference that same day. Having your 
office provide services your competitor does not will 
set you apart from other dental offices. 
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Staff
This is a huge topic as it is imperative to have a win-
ning team. A practice cannot afford to have any weak 
members on their team. A lot of practices are afraid 
of confrontation and so they put up with a mediocre 
staff. A negative staff can be detrimental to a dental 
practice. Negative staff can bring down the whole 
team. Sometimes staff is inherited when a dentist 
purchases a practice. Now this is a tricky situation. 
In most cases that staff have no idea that the practice 
is being sold until the transaction has already taken 
place. Once this happens, most staff feels betrayed 
and are full of questions. They also feel insecure 
because they are unsure of their future. They may not 
know the new owner. Some staff transition without 
any problems while others may become hostile about 
what has happened. As a business owner, you need to 
have a pulse on how your staff is performing. That is 
why an offi ce manager is recommended. He/she can 
be a great addition to your staff; someone who works 
daily to strengthen your team and develop your busi-
ness. Someone who can be your eyes and ears while 
you work.

Dentist
As mentioned before, the relationship between the 
dentist and the patient has changed dramatically with 
the advancement of dental technology. It has become 
less personable. Today you must work much harder 
to create a bond and connection with your patient. 
Greeting patients by name or remembering some-
thing personal about the patient is very benefi cial 
to the image and brand of a dentist. There are com-
panies that provide email services and e-newsletters. 
The e-newsletters are customized to your practice 
and look as though they personally come from the 
dentist. This is a great way to stay in touch with pa-
tients between appointments.

Bottom Line: This article provides helpful practice management 
advice to make a dental practice successful.

(continued from page 28 Anita Jupp Tribute)
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Professionalism is the way we talk, the way we dress, the 
way we act and interact with others, arriving on time 
for work and meetings, controlling emotions when 
things are not going well and being fair and consistent.

~

This is not a dress rehearsal for life—this is it—why not 
enjoy going to work every day? Even after working 
in dentistry for over 30 years, I still have a passion for 
dentistry—I believe dentistry offers opportunities for 
both dentists and their teams. However, is everybody 
happy? The reality is that in any business there are good 
days and frustrating times. Stress is a concern in many 
practices for many reasons.

~

Often dentists suffer from information overload and do 
not know where to start. It does not have to be dif-
fi cult—prioritize, communicate with your team and 
set goals that are attainable. Be honest about what your 
concerns are. Do not bury your head in the sand—that 
is an escape, NOT a solution.
~

The reality is not every patient is happy; some people 
are happy being miserable and no matter what you do, 
it never seems to be enough. A dentist told me that one 
of his gifts to his team each year was to divorce the pa-
tients from the practice that were diffi cult and rude, did 
not pay their bills and missed numerous appointments 
costing the practice money. Do you really need these 
patients in your practice?

~

The biggest mistake business owners make occurs when 
they procrastinate and do not deal with problems. 
They wait all too often thinking and hoping it will get 
better on its own. The best advice I can give is to be 
proactive, even when it can be painful dealing with 
diffi cult situations.

Excerpts from some 
of Anita Jupp’s articles.


