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Most business owners do not have great skills with 
respect to human resource management.

Why is that and what can we do about it?

I could go on about why it’s tough working 
in dental practice and that it’s a stressful 
environment. With new IPAC protocols and PPE it’s 
a very different environment than before. But that 
is not the point of this article. Dental practice is a 
human healthcare environment and leadership is 
a human resource management endeavor. There 
is no consultant or corporate mechanism that can 
solve this problem. The solution can only come 
from a hands-on, owner/operator/leader. To think 
you could sell your practice to a big machine and 
that people in the ivory towers would suddenly fix 
all your human resource problems is absurd and 
quite frankly naïve.

The problems with staff are about you, the leader. 
It’s your management style and your human 
resource management skillset. Most of you have never studied anything about human resource management. You started managing staff 
when you bought or started a practice and did it all by trial and error. How did that work out for you? Young entrepreneurs foolishly assume 
that young people would want to come work for us and follow our doctorate and that they will be excited about providing healthcare in a 
private healthcare environment.

The bitter truth is that dental offices are no longer a cool place to work. They were rarely a fun place to work for young women and it has 
plummeted as a career choice for the demographic - historically being young women entering the workforce.

Would you rather make $25.00 an hour as a dental assistant or $40.00 an hour colouring hair on Friday afternoon, drinking wine in the 
salon and gossiping about the real estate in the neighborhood and who is misbehaving? Think about that for a minute. I am not exaggerating. 
Young women do not want to work in dental practice. That is what has dried up the supply of assistants, which, over time, will reduce the 
number of experienced dental office staff who are ready to graduate into front desk, office management or dental hygiene. The supply chain 
has been cut off at the bottom level.

Get ready to work two-handed in the future. Alternatively, consider recruiting the dentists who enter Canada who are unable to pass the NDEB 
as the most likely future source of assistants and hygienists.

Here are some suggestions on how you might want to change the environment to prevent staff from leaving and also encourage them to stay 
- and even better, to encourage them to brag about the workplace so that new staff can be found through 
your existing staff when the time arises.

1.  Start with yourself first. Look to your leadership style. Some are born as great leaders, but the truth is 
most leadership is learned through trial and error. You really need to look at your skillset and how the 
team responds to you when you are trying to encourage group dynamics and problem solving through 
listening skills and support systems. Most business owners are not so good at the art of listening nor 
do we possess the patience to allow the group to catch up to our desired outcome. Then we begin 
to dictate and become autocrats. If that is who we are, let’s look to other things we can do outside of 
our leadership style – in other words, if you can’t change yourself what can you do to manage human 
resources?
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2.  Do you have weekly or daily huddles/staff meetings and are these reward meetings or are these 
reprimand meetings? In some of these meetings we sit and we talk about what went wrong the 
day before and what we need to do better today, but maybe you could change the focus of the next 
meeting to be reward and recognition based – talk about what went well yesterday (or last week) and 
how we hope those same things will repeat themselves today. Praise goes a long way!

3.  What about the dental office environment? The aesthetics and the cosmetics of many dental practices 
is grim. Think about spas. Think about hair salons. Think about environments that you have been in 
that were fresh and calming and welcoming and why they look and smell so great. As consumers, we 
want to go to those places and so do your patients. What about your staff? What do they say about 
their workplace? I have been in thousands of dental practices and can think of a handful where I 
would want to work. We really need to look at the work environment that inspires us as the owner and 
leader of that environment. Are we not worth pampering ourselves as well as our staff and impressing our 
patients by upgrading our facility? Most of the investment - if not all of the investment you make in a dental facility 
- will pay back in after tax dollars and many of the leasehold improvements that you can install may go up in value 
over time. At resale, nothing holds its value better than a leasehold improvement. But this is not an appraisal article. This 
is about environment as well as the aesthetics and the cosmetics of where you go to work and whether or not other people 
want to join you in that environment. Invest in your leaseholds!

4.  Have you bought new uniforms for the staff lately? What do they look like? I see the uniform sellers at the dental conventions 
and some of those uniforms that I see being bought and displayed are quite depressing. This is not a hospital. It is a healthcare 
environment, yes, but it does not need to be scrubs. Spend a little extra money on the uniforms. Let the staff pick their uniforms. 
Up the budget for those uniforms. Make it cool to dress the way they come to work. Do not think that does not matter. Dress for 
success!

5.  It’s time to get serious about proper benefit packages. Many dentists have self-funded these in the past and while still practical to do so, 
you need to increase the type and value of benefits you offer to staff. We record benefit packages in just (about) every practice we appraise 
and most are inadequate given options in other industries. A typical benefits package can be 15 – 30% of annual income in value. Dental 
practices average less than 5%. Free dentistry is great, but you still ask the staff to pay the lab? Seriously. What about paying for the lab 
for a change? Would that really break the budget? There are many other forms of benefits you could offer as well. Ask your staff what 
benefits they want.

6.  Sometimes we just need to pay more. I know there are studies as well as reports that come out from various associations about average 
costs of wages for this staff member and that staff member. While that data is accurate and useful, I think you need to be the practice 
that has the reputation of being the one that pays the most in the neighborhood. There are many businesses that make that one of their 
primary employees recruiting and retention strategies. Paying more generally gets better people. It does not always mean you are going to 
get the best people when you are hiring, but it probably means that people will stay longer. As an appraiser, I do not want to see overheads 
go higher because it will diminish the bottom line, which in turn will reduce practice value. Not what I want. However, the high cost of 
turnover is a substantially greater threat to practice value than the annual cost of paying higher wages and retaining staff. Pay more and 
secure practice value!

7.  Bonuses. Make them random and immeasurable. Give out bonuses when things are going well. Forget all the formulas and calculations 
based on collections and/or new patients. Save your energy. Just be generous when it feels right and do it more often. It’s like getting 
flowers when you least expect them – it works!

8.  Stop hiring consultants and gurus who say they are going to solve your staff problems. Invest $20,000 to $30,000 in yourself to learn 
more about human resource management and be a better leader. Sometimes you just need to take a break, slow down and recognize that 
staff are not business owners, they are staff. They do not have your same motivation and drive and maybe you have been asking a little too 
much of them all along. Be gentle. It is a job for many of these people, and only a job. Fire the Gurus and invest in yourself!

9.  Another thing is that your profession at large is known to be that of a stressed-out industry. There has always been discussion about how 
dentists can lose their cool and blow a fuse on a staff member on a bad day. Be honest, you have done it. When your staff sees you lose 
your cool, they live in fear for quite some time. You cannot afford that. Another thing that happens in many practices is that when there is a 
cancellation or an opening in the book, the doctor throws a fit and starts running around or accusing someone of not doing their job. Why 
not turn that around to the other side and take that 30-minute opening to sit down and genuinely have an open and honest discussion 
with a staff member? Do not talk about business, just be human. Maybe go for a walk together. Do not hide in your private office and start 
texting your accountant and your stockbroker. Spend some time with your staff. Thirty minutes of down time can be a tremendous retention 
and reward builder if those 30 minutes were invested with a staff member, as opposed to upsetting yourself about 30 minutes of lost 
revenue. STOP listening to the consultants about lost revenue and down time. These are opportunities to invest in yourself, your team, the 



morale and the culture of your office. I also wanted to mention something about fear of the manager/
owner/leader. If you blow your fuse or just whisper a negative comment to any one single staff member, 
that fear will linger for years and it is very hard to go back from that. Please be cool. I have lost my cool 
in business. I was ashamed that I did it and I am sure to this day that staff member still remembers 
that I lost my cool with her. Luckily, she is still with us, almost 20 years later, but I do not think she has 
ever forgiven me for losing my cool that day in front of a few other staff members. I have apologized 
and after dictating this article, I think I am going to go apologize again. Never let them see you 
sweat!

10.  One last thought. Look at all the money you are spending on new patient recruiting. Advertising, 
marketing, social media, promotions, all the gimmicks, all the tricks and all the techniques. There 
are hundreds of companies asking you to spend your marketing dollars with them and in return they 
will drive dozens (or hundreds) of new, high-spending patients into your practice. I do not think you can go 
a day in dental practice without seeing those promises. STOP right there…. What if we put all those programs 
on hold for one year? What if we invested that same money in our staff for the next 12 months? There are many ways 
to invest in your staff and this investment in your number one asset (and number one expenditure) of your practice would 
produce far greater, long-term results (reducing resignations) than marketing. Focusing on top line growth neglects the 
assets you already have – your staff. Think of it as HR Insurance.

Suggestions:

Recruiters are now offering sophisticated packages and you have to compete.

1.  Some pay for travel costs to and from office locations if the staff member works in more than one office.

2.  Others pay temps a guaranteed number of hours per week regardless if they are working or not, effectively being paid to stay home on 
occasion!

3. Signing bonuses of up to $5,000 are being offered for key staff to sign up.

4.  Others offer their exiting staff a bonus to find and recruit from other 
offices.

5.  Flex hours/reduced evening and weekend hours are a common reason 
staff move from one location to another.

6. One of my clients pays for day care for single moms.

7. No work – full pay on your birthday.

8. Gym memberships – personal trainer lessons.

9. Professional photos (add in the hair and make-up artists) for the website and add in a family photo option for their personal use.

10. We had a mobile company come and change the oil on staff vehicles last year – in the office parking lot.

11. Bring in a massage therapist a few times a year.

12. Most everyone could use an Amazon/Shoppers gift card.

13.  How about CE courses (lunch and learns) that are not dental related, such as budgeting and financial 
(debt) management for young families. Ask your banker, investment advisor or accountant to come in for 
an hour and you buy the lunch.

It is now incumbent upon you to reduce the ability of a recruiter (aka corporate “Raiders”) to take great staff 
away from your investment. Please take this seriously. They are on the prowl and in your neighborhood right 
now. Your staff have already been contacted and offers are being made to steal them away. Protect and invest in 
your assets!

What will you do tomorrow? Reward them. Invest in them. Motivate yourself and the staff. Try something new. 
Reenergize the office. That is what makes great leaders and great businesses!
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