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Dental Esthetics in Practice:  
Part 2 - Dental Esthetics and the Practice 

One aspect of clinical dentistry that offers clinicians almost limitless and exciting challenges is esthetic 
dentistry. In a culture where the emphasis on beauty is growing rather than diminishing, patients of all ages, 
races, and genders are apt to ask you, the dental professional, how they can improve their appearance 
by enhancing their smile. Whether the motive is personal improvement or is driven by the belief that 
appearance influences professional success, patients have become aware of their smile, what changes they 
might like to see, and how those alternations might come about.

This is part 2 of a 5-part series called Dental Esthetics in Practice. Topics covered in this course include 
creating a cohesive esthetic office team, building a profitable esthetic practice, and ensuring successful 
outcomes for the patient and the practice.
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This online course includes video clips   
and interactive quizzes .  Please go to  
www.dentalcare.com and find this course  
in the Continuing Education section to take 
advantage of these features.

Creating a Great Team 
Effective teamwork is critical to any successful 
dental practice.  An organized team approach 
is particularly important for esthetic services, 
because each staff member has an opportunity 
to build awareness and educate patients about 
treatment options.  To achieve this goal, each 
team member must understand the practice’s 
vision as well as the role each team member 
plays in achieving it.  Communication and 
relationships among team members are vital - 
they can make the difference between treatment 
acceptance or patient dissatisfaction.

Leadership
“Leadership is practiced not so much in words as 
in attitude and in actions.”
                   -- Harold Geneen, Founder, MCI Communications

Vision and Passion
First, the dentist must have a vision of the way 
he/she wants to practice and the environment 
in which he/she wants to work. For example, a 
practice vision might be “to consistently provide 

comprehensive restorative, aesthetic and 
periodontal care to new and existing patients in 
a positive, honest and caring environment.”1 The 
dentist should convey that vision both in words 
and in actions to the team to give them a defined 
direction to follow and clear expectations to meet.

The vision should be re-evaluated on a regular 
basis and adjusted if needed to stay current 
with trends in dentistry. For example, a practice 
may adjust its mission statement to reflect a 
greater focus on elective cosmetic services. 
When changes are made, the dentist must clearly 
explain the reason for the change to the staff and 
gain team commitment to the new vision.

Passion is another critical element of leadership. 
The dentist who has passion for his/her work 
inspires others to have a passionate attitude as 
well. Through attitude and actions, the dentist will 
establish him/herself as the office leader, and give 
others the desire and opportunity for personal as 
well as practice success.2 

Staffing
“An empowered organization is one in which 
individuals have the knowledge, skill, desire, and 
opportunity to personally succeed in a way that 
leads to collective organizational success.”
             -- Stephen R. Covey, Principle-centered Leadership

Hiring a Good Team
Recruiting good employees is the backbone of 
any good business. In creating your office team, 
it’s important to look for dental professionals 
and office staff who not only have strong 
technical skills and knowledge but who also will 
be supportive team members. In an esthetics-

Overview
Now that you understand the concepts of beauty, factors that influence patient interest and communication 
principles, it’s time to think about building an esthetic practice.  From team building to staffing to ensuring 
successful outcomes, this module will teach you how to effectively incorporate esthetics into a new or 
established practice.

Learning Objectives
Upon the completion of this course, the dental professional should be able to:
• Understand how to create and maintain a cohesive esthetic office team.
• Learn ways to build a profitable esthetic practice.
• Understand how to ensure successful outcomes for the patient and the practice.
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oriented office, it’s important to recruit and 
retain employees who are eager to learn and 
educate others because esthetic innovations are 
continuously being introduced.

Behavioral Styles
Almost any group of people can work together, but 
if their behavioral styles are not complementary, 
they will never be a great team. “Behavioral 
style” means how a person reacts in work-related 
situations; i.e., how he/she solves problems, 
approaches challenges, influences others, 
manages information and adapts to change.

In assembling the best team for your practice, 
keep in mind that people with similar behavioral 
styles tend to be compatible. Conflicts arise when 
team members disagree on how to solve a certain 
problem or react differently to stress. Of course, 
these differences can be overcome when team 
members have mutual respect and trust of one 
another and are willing to adapt.3 

Adequate Staffing
Adequate staffing is important - it is the difference 
between losing patients and growing a practice. 
Patient care will suffer if the office is understaffed, 
while an overstaffed office risks loss of efficiency 
and profit. If staff members are properly utilized, 
however, patients are served completely and are 
happy to recommend the practice to their friends 
and neighbors.

The formula for adequate staffing varies by the 
type of fees and the type of practice. When 
building esthetic services, it’s important to 
think about ways to use staff members outside 
traditional roles to educate patients on esthetic 
treatment options and make the most efficient use 
of resources. Because patients can learn from 
staff members outside the operatory, the dentist 
and hygienist may have more time to discuss 
detailed treatment planning with the patient.

Team Communication
Communication is critical to an effective esthetics 
team. The practice should have regularly 
scheduled, structured staff meetings for team 
members to share information. Morning meetings 
are ideal. Frequent and open communication 
among team members enables the practice to 
deliver a unified, consistent message to patients 

that supports the office vision. Training with scripts 
is a good way to make sure the entire dental team 
knows how to consistently establish and continue 
esthetic discussions with patients.4 

Goal Setting
Team success is easier to achieve when it’s 
clearly defined. The dentist should set goals - 
monthly, weekly, even daily - for esthetic services. 
These objectives should be communicated with 
the entire team during staff meetings. The practice 
can collectively review the schedule each day and 
choose a few patients who have expressed an 
interest in esthetic treatments. Staff members may 
want to spend extra time educating these patients 
about options to meet their needs.

Staff Roles & Responsibilities
Members of an office have traditional roles and 
responsibilities. For example, the dental hygienist 
typically assesses a patient’s oral health status, 
conducts a dental prophylaxis, and educates 
patients on proper oral hygiene techniques, 
among other things. Cosmetic services offer an 
opportunity for staff members to expand their 
roles and work toward the common goal of patient 
health and satisfaction.

Front Office Staff - Front office staff are typically 
the first people to welcome patients and the last 
ones they speak with before they leave. While the 
front office staff is removed from the operatory, 
there are a number of ways in which they can 
help build the esthetic practice. Product displays, 
before and after photographs, and patient 
education materials can trigger conversations 
about esthetic services in the reception area. 
Patients may discuss treatments with front 
office personnel as they’re paying their bill, so 
it’s important that the staff reinforces practice 
recommendations. (Note: the staff should be 
careful to focus on treatment features and not 
the patient’s medical history, in accordance with 
HIPPA guidelines.) The front office person may 
also want to share his or her personal experience 
with treatments. If a patient is interested in a 
procedure, the dentist or hygienist can then review 
the patient’s records and if appropriate, add the 
treatment to their overall treatment plan.

Dental Assistant - Dental assistants may have 
contact with the patient both at the front desk and 
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in the operatory, depending on the office set-up. 
While in the operatory, some patients may feel 
more comfortable asking questions of a dental 
assistant rather than the dentist. Dental assistants 
also have the opportunity to initiate questions 
about the patient’s lifestyle and/or interest in 
cosmetic services while discussing medical 
history or follow-up care.

Dental Hygienist - The hygienist often spends 
more time with the patient than anyone else in 
the office. She may be most familiar with factors 
that can influence a patient’s interest in esthetics, 
such as the patient’s profession, life stage and 
upcoming events (e.g., weddings). She also has 
opportunities to inform and educate the patient 
about esthetic services and treatments while 
doing a dental prophylaxis or giving oral hygiene 
instruction. The Smile Assessment and patient 
education materials are useful tools to use in the 
operatory to initiate conversations.

The Dentist - The dentist ensures the treatment 
plan is comprehensive, meeting first the functional 
needs of the patient but also addressing 
the patient’s cosmetic/esthetic desires. He/
she educates the patient on the esthetic and 
restorative options that are available to improve 
the appearance of the smile.

Office Manager - In many practices, the office 
manager discusses payment options and 
insurance coverage with the patient. He/she can 
help the patient structure a payment plan for 
treatments that meet both health and esthetic 
needs.

Continuous Learning
A key component of team success is education. 
An educated team feels empowered to share 
knowledge with patients and encourage patient 
acceptance. The dentist must ensure that all 
members of the practice are trained on services, 
particularly new ones that are being added to the 
practice.

Ample opportunities exist for staff members 
to receive training on esthetic treatments, 
including attending lectures at conferences, 
taking continuing education courses , or reading 
professional journals. Lunch and learns are 
another tool to educate the entire staff at once 

on emerging esthetic materials, techniques and 
technologies. It is also a good idea for some staff 
to undergo certain procedures so they can share 
their experience with patients.

Building Your Esthetic Practice   
According to the Levin Group, a leading dental 
management consulting firm specializing in 
implementing proven business systems into dental 
practices, elective and esthetic dentistry offers 
a 10-15% greater profit margin than traditional 
need-based restorative procedures. The success 
of many of the top producing practices has been 
based on the adoption of a comprehensive 
treatment philosophy that incorporates esthetic 
and other elective services.5 

Economic Factors and Models
Changing others’ perceptions is hard. For 
example, most people find it difficult to think of 
McDonald’s as a healthy place to eat, even though 
commercials for salads and yogurt try to change 
your perception of the fast-food chain to just that. 
The same is true in dentistry. It’s hard to go from 
being known as the local family practice to being 
known as the high-end esthetic one. The key to 
making this transition is to do it gradually - by 
slowly gaining the necessary clinical skills, training 
the team, and developing ways to educate patients 
about esthetic services.5 

That being said, most practices don’t completely 
switch from providing needs-based services to 
providing just esthetic services. Adding even a 
moderate percentage of esthetic dentistry into the 
service mix can significantly influence a practice’s 
production and bottom line. The Levin Group 
recommends that elective services comprise 22% 
of total production. Their research shows that most 
dentists fall far below this target, with only 7% of 
procedures performed by dentists representing 
elective services. The remaining 93% are needed 
restorative treatments.5 

One way to start the gradual process of adding 
elective esthetic services to general practices 
is by dispensing trayless whitening systems. As 
opposed to other forms of professional whitening, 
little time is required from the dentist, dental 
assistant or hygienist as there are no impressions 
or tray preparations needed - translating into low 
overhead and high profit.5
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DENTAL ESTHETICS IN PRACTICE
dentalcare.com

When you smile, do you show your teeth?

Are you happy with the way your teeth look?

Do you like the look of your crowns and fillings?

Are you satisfied with the color of your teeth?

Are your teeth too long? Too short?

Do you brush your teeth very hard?

Are you missing teeth?

Are you familiar with the benefits of implants?

Are you interested in improving the appearance of your teeth?

Do your teeth or gums hurt?

Are you anxious or fearful of treatment?

Are you interested in esthetic (cosmetic) dentistry?

Would you like to learn more about modern cosmetic procedures?

If you could change something about your smile, what would it be?

Smile Assessment

Yes              NoEvaluate your smile
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Office Environment
As your practice expands esthetic services, it’s 
important to assess the image that your office 
environment conveys. The physical elements of 
the facility and the professionalism of staff mem-
bers give patients an impression of the practice’s 
dedication to quality. Promoting the value of 
esthetics is easier in a contemporary, well-main-
tained facility with staff members who are clearly 
committed to quality care. It’s important to ensure 
that all elements of the office environment, such 
as the furniture, d’cor, wall hangings, and per-
sonnel dress code, contribute towards a friendly, 
high-quality, esthetically pleasing environment.1 

Building Awareness
To maintain a successful esthetic practice, 
patients must consistently be educated about 
esthetic and elective services provided by the 
practice. How can a patient agree to undergo a 
procedure they do not know about, understand or 
in which they do not see value?5 

Here are some examples of ways to build aware-
ness and educate patients at various contact 
points:

Pre-Visit Opportunities
There are numerous opportunities to market 
your esthetic services before the patient ever 
enters the office. Office signage, advertisements 
in the phone directory, and phone systems 
can be used to design an image that supports 
the practice vision. For example, an office 
sign that states, “Jane Smith, DDS, Family 
and Cosmetic Dentistry, Creating Beautiful 
Smiles for Generations” communicates a more 
comprehensive treatment philosophy than one 
that simply states, “Jane Smith, DDS.”

In the Reception Area

Educational Materials
Strategically display educational materials, 
such as pamphlets and before/after photos 
about esthetic procedures in the reception area. 
This will get patients thinking about elective 
procedures during their visit and will further 
interest and engage them, perhaps even 
motivating them to ask a staff member about a 
certain procedure.

Product Displays
Product displays are an excellent way to showcase 
new treatments, particularly those that require 
little chair time. The front office staff can discuss 
general benefits of these products with patients 
while they’re in the reception area.

Distribute Smile Assessments
Give smile assessments as part of new or ongoing 
patient paperwork. Smile assessments are a 
great tool to identify patient interest in esthetic 
procedures. If patients are unhappy with their 
smile, they will often say so by the way they 
answer the questions on the smile assessment.

In the Operatory
Chairside laminates and posters are common 
tools used in the operatory to inform patients 
about various services. Materials have also been 
developed to place on the operatory ceiling (e.g., 
ceiling tiles, posters, etc.) that promote cosmetic 
treatments. The dentist, hygienist or dental 
assistant can also use the Smile Assessment form 
to probe patient interest in cosmetic treatments.

Post-Visit

Patient Letters or E-Mails
Send out letters or newsletters to your entire 
patient base, making them aware of the esthetic 
services being offered by the practice. E-mail is an 
efficient option for patients who have consented to 
this type of correspondence.

Successful Outcomes 
Once a patient decides to undergo any type of 
esthetic procedure, it is important that a plan is put 
in place to ensure predictable, consistent results.

Patient Satisfaction
Setting realistic expectations is a critical first step 
to ultimate patient satisfaction. The patient and 
dentist should have the same picture of success 
in mind. If there is not a common vision of the final 
result, the likelihood of dissatisfaction increases. 

Once the treatment program is underway, the 
dentist and staff should work closely with the 
patient to manage expectations. Tracking progress 
with charts and/or photographs lets the patient 
know that progress is being achieved. If the patient 
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Dear 

You may be familiar with teeth whitening from advertisements on television or in magazines. 
Our practice is seeing an increasing number of patients who are interested in whitening and are 
looking to find the best whitening option for them. As part of our continuing search to provide our 
patients with the best oral health care and treatment options, I am excited that we are now offering

If you’ve been thinking about whitening your teeth, mention it to us when making your next 
appointment. We will be happy to discuss the treatment benefits with you during that appointment.

As always, I thank you for trusting our practice with your oral health.

Sincerely,

Click here for a sample letter announcing Crest Whitestrips Supreme.

Sample Patient Letter
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knows that results are being delivered, he/she is 
more likely to comply throughout the treatment 
and be pleased with the final outcome. Satisfied 
patients will in turn lead to a thriving practice. 

Laboratory Communications
The dental laboratory has a large impact on 
outcomes, affecting patient satisfaction and 
practice profit. This is particularly true for esthetic 
treatments, since patients today have higher 
standards for attractive veneers, bonding, 
dentures, etc. than in previous years. Cases that 
are returned on time, fit properly and/or have 
the correct shade lead to delighted patients and 
productive practices.6

The Levin Group recommends the following tips 
to establish a collaborative relationship with the 
dental laboratory:6 

• Communicate clearly 
Instructions should be specific, detailed, and 
clear. Make sure any supporting information 
(e.g., photos, digital images, models) are 
included. Highlight any special instructions. 
Have an informal review with your laboratory 
contact yearly or more frequently to discuss 
ways to further improve the relationship.

• Reduce remake rates 
The target remake rate should be 1% or less. 
Higher rates are costly and can negatively 
impact patients’ image of the service. Talk 
to the laboratory and select a few cases for 
review. Make sure the laboratory tells you if 
they need different or additional information.

• Develop relationships with a small number 
of laboratories 
Develop strong relationships with a few dental 
laboratories, versus numerous ones, so they 
get to know you and your office needs. Having 
one multi-purpose lab that can handle most 
of your cases can give you some leverage if 
you aren’t satisfied. Laboratories, like most 
businesses, generally respond quickly to 
requests by good customers.

• Allocate practice revenue for laboratory 
expenses 
Laboratory expenses can account for 
approximately 7-9% of annual revenue, 
depending on the laboratory and type of 
cases. Many practices spend more than 
necessary with certain laboratories without 
getting additional quality.
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Course Test Preview
To receive Continuing Education credit for this course, you must complete the online test.  Please go to 
www.dentalcare.com and find this course in the Continuing Education section. 

1. The success of a dental practice requires teamwork. 
a.   True
b.   False

2. It’s OK for the dentist to not communicate his/her practice vision to team members. 
a.  True
b.   False

3. Adequate staffing can make the difference between losing patients and growing a practice. 
a.  True
b.   False

4. In an esthetics-oriented office, which of the following is the most important quality to look 
for when recruiting employees? 
a.  Ability to work long hours.
b.   Over ten years experience working in a dental practice.
c.   Eagerness to learn and educate others.
d.   A behavioral style that is different than those of other team members.

5. Which of the following does NOT contribute to successful outcomes? 
a.  Setting realistic expectations for patients.
b.   Tracking progress with charts and photos.
c.   Managing expectations throughout the treatment process.
d.   Telling patients you can give them any smile they want.

6. In many offices, who is responsible for discussing payment plans and insurance coverage 
with patients?  
a.  Dental Assistant
b.   Dental Hygienist
c.   Office Manager
d.   None of the above.

7. In what way can staff members be trained on new esthetic treatments? 
a.  Attend lectures at conferences.
b.   Take continuing education courses.
c.   Read professional journals.
d.   All of the above.

8. It’s never a good idea for staff to undergo esthetic procedures. 
a.  True
b.   False

9. According to the Levin Group, elective and esthetic dentistry offers how much greater of a 
profit margin than traditional need-based restorative procedures?  
a.  10-15%
b.   5-10%
c.   20-25%
d.   15-20%
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10. According to the Levin Group, elective services should comprise what percentage of total 
production? 
a.  5%
b.   14%
c.   22%
d.   37%

11. One way to start the gradual process of adding elective esthetic services to general 
practices is by: 
a.  Distributing smile assessment forms to assess patient interest in esthetics.
b.   Dispensing trayless whitening systems.
c.   Both choices above.
d.   None of the above.
 

12. Office signage is one way to market esthetic services.  
a.  True
b.   False

13. Product displays can be used in the reception area to start conversations about esthetics 
treatments. 
a.  True
b.   False

14. The dental laboratory rarely impacts practice profit. 
a.  True
b.   False

15. According to the Levin Group, what can help to establish a collaborative relationship with 
the dental laboratory? 
a.  Providing instructions that are general and vague.
b.   Having an informal review with your laboratory contact yearly or more frequently to discuss 

ways to further improve the relationship.
c.   Developing relationships with a large number of laboratories.
d.   Increasing remake rates.
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