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Dental Business Office Design and Equipment

Overview
To reduce stress and increase productivity in the dental business office the practicing dental management 
staff is advised to work with equipment designed with concepts of ergonomics.  Selection and placement of 
ergonomic business office equipment is integral to the success of the entire dental practice.  In order for the 
dental business staff to work effectively, they must work in a safe, ergonomically sound working environment.  
This course first examines the logistical layout of the business office and then examines various designs of 
business equipment, as well as identifies the criteria for equipment selection and placement.

Betty Ladley Finkbeiner, CDA-Emeritus, BS, MS
This course is no longer offered for Continuing Education credit.
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The Reception Room – The Gateway to 
the Practice
The reception room, (not the waiting room, as 
this has a negative connotation) is the gateway 
to the dental office.  The reception room must be 
adjacent to the business office.  The business 
office may stand alone as shown in Fig. 1 or 
provide for a private office manager’s suite as 
shown in Fig. 2.

Patients should be able to check in with the 
administrative assistant as soon as they arrive.  
For privacy, the patients should have access 
to a restroom off the reception room, and 
adequate signage should direct them to this area.  
Additional signage should provide easy access to 
various rooms within the office suite.

The reception room becomes the patient’s first 
image of the office.  This room must make a 
statement about the dental practice and at 
the same time create a warm, pleasant and 
comfortable atmosphere.  A color theme for the 
entire office can begin in the reception room 
and be carried through to the treatment rooms 

and even through to the business forms and 
stationery used in the business office.

Seating should be adequate in the reception room 
but may vary from office to office, depending on 
the individual practice styles.  A general rule is to 
provide two seats for each treatment room.  High 
volume dental practices such as orthodontics 
or pediatrics, will require three or four seats per 
treatment room, whereas an oral surgery or 
prosthodontic practice may only need one or two 
seats per treatment room.

Seating space is a primary concern in the 
reception room.  Generally people do not like 
to have others invade their personal space, so 
seating should not be too close together.  Comfort 
should be a concern when selecting furniture 
for this area as well as the need to consider a 
sturdy style that will withstand a variety of body 
sizes.  Low, cushiony couches and armless chairs 
should be avoided as these are difficult for an 
older adult or arthritic patient to egress into or out 
of easily.  Smaller chairs, and even a children’s 
corner, should be considered for children if they 
are part of the general practice.  Figures 3 and 4 
illustrate comfortable chairs for a reception room 
and present two varied decorating styles.

Special amenities should be provided for the 
patient as well as those who may be waiting 
for them.  A variety of reading materials for the 
interests of the patients in the practice should 
be well maintained and updated.  In addition for 
business people or students who bring laptop 
computers to use while waiting, a desk-height 
table with an electrical outlet for the computer 
would be considerate as well as access to the 
wireless Internet.  A self serve beverage area 

Learning Objectives
Upon the completion of this course, the dental professional should be able to:
• Identify the criteria for reception room design as it relates to the business office.
• Describe the factors involved in office design that relate to the Americans with Disabilities Act.
• Explain the criteria for efficient business office design.
• Explain a work triangle as it relates to the dental business office.
• Identify basic equipment needs for a dental business office.
• Describe the arrangement of common business equipment and materials.
• Describe Seasonal Affective Disorder.
• Identify the criteria for selecting appropriate lighting equipment for the business office.
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Figure 1.  Stand-alone Office
Diagrams from Practice Management for the Dental Team, Finkbeiner, BL and Finkbeiner, 
C.A. Elsevier, St. Louis, MO

Figure 2.  Private Office Manager's Suite
Diagrams from Practice Management for the Dental Team, Finkbeiner, BL and Finkbeiner, 
C.A. Elsevier, St. Louis, MO



4

Crest® + Oral-B®
 at dentalcare.com

may also be provided but care should be taken to 
ensure it is well maintained throughout the day.  
All of these amenities indicate to the patient that 
the dental staff respects the patient’s time and 
wants to make the reception area a friendly place 
to visit.

Impact of the Americans with 
Disabilities Act
For some years patients have had difficulty 
gaining access to the dental treatment rooms 
because of poorly designed offices.  The 
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 has 
impacted the design of dental offices in patient 
treatment.  During office construction or 
remodeling special attention should be given to 
this act to ensure that the office design complies 
with state and federal guidelines.  Table 1 

provides a list of recommendations for designing 
a barrier-free office.

Further information on any part of the Americans 
with disabilities Act is available from the following 
sources:

Office of the Americans with Disabilities Act
U.S. Department of Justice
P.O. Box 66118 Washington, D.C. 20035-6738
1-800-514-0301 (voice)
1-800-514-0383
Internet website (ADA home page):   

http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/ada/adahom1.htm

Architectural and Transportation Barriers 
Compliance Board
1111 18th St. NW, Suite 501

Figure 3.  Reception Room Chairs
Photos courtesy of Steelcase, Inc., Grand Rapids, MI

Figure 4.  Reception Room Chairs
Photo courtesy of Dr. Roy Smith, Birmingham, AL
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Washington, D.C. 20036
1-800- 872-2253 (voice)
1-800-993-2822 (TDD)
Electronic bulletin board: 202-272-5448
Internet website: http://www.access-board.gov

The Dental Business Office
Today’s dental business office work space 
must provide a healthful, pleasant environment 
that minimizes commotion and diversion.  The 
business office should be centrally located within 
the dental suite to provide convenience for the 
patient as well as allowing the administrative 
assistant to be aware of the activities of the 
office.  So often this area of the dental suite is 
overlooked even when it is referred to as the front 
office rather than the business office.  Remember, 
this office must present an organized technically 
sound business atmosphere so that the patients 
realize not only is this a health care provider but 
a well orchestrated business.  Though signs are 
necessary to provide directions for patients keep 
signs around the business office to a minimum 
to avoid clutter.  Be certain that all signs are 
professionally designed and framed, updated 
and routinely maintained to avoid a neglected 
appearance.  Signs should never be taped to 
walls, windows, or doors.

There are several factors that should be 
considered in designing the business office work 
environment.  These include time and motion 
economy, space planning, health issues, safety, 
and security.

Motion Economy
Time and motion refers to the amount of time 
and degree of motion required to perform a given 
task.  The application of motion economy is not 
unlike the time and motion economy used at 
chairside.  When determining the placement of 
office equipment and supplies, the principles of 
time and motion should be considered.  These 
principles are shown in Table 2.

Work Triangles
It is necessary to obtain the input of the business 
office staff when designing this area of the 
office in order to understand the common traffic 
patterns that are used.  The design should 
consider similar concepts of kitchen planning 
which uses a work triangle, as certain traffic 
patterns can occur between the reception desk, 
computer stations, the phone, fax, files and 
printer or copy machines.  There are some 
variables to using the work triangle:
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Table 2.  Applying the Principles of Motion Economy in the Business Office
1. Determine zones for basic work areas; computer work stations, communications systems, records 

storage, or other additional work areas.
2. Position materials and equipment as close to the point of use as possible.
3. Use motions that require the least amount of movement, to increase productivity while reducing 

stress.
4. Minimize the number of materials being used for a given project.
5. Use smooth, continuous motions, not zigzag motions during routine procedures.
6. Organize and locate materials for use in a logical sequence.
7. Use ergonomically designed chairs that provide good posture and body support. (Figure 5 )

Figure 5.
Photo courtesy of Steelcase, Inc., Grand Rapids, MI

8. Provide height and back support adjustments within easy reach. (Figure 6)

Figure 6.
Photo courtesy of Steelcase, Inc., Grand Rapids, MI

9. Ensure that the ergonomic chair aligns to proper height with the desk. (Figure 7)
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Table 2.  Applying the Principles of Motion Economy in the Business Office

Figure 7.
Photo courtesy of Steelcase, Inc., Grand Rapids, MI

10. Use body motions that require the least amount of time.
11. Minimize the number of eye movements.
12. Provide lighting that eliminates shadows in work areas.
13. Avoid abrupt contrasts in room lighting to minimize eyestrain.
14. Position computer monitors to allow for line of sight to screen within 10 to 40 degrees horizontal. 

(Figure 8)

Figure 8.
Photo courtesy of Mosby, Inc. 2006, 2001, 1996, 1991, 1985, 1977
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Consider the number of foot steps it takes to go 
back and forth to an area and whether the area 
will be congested when more than one person is 
working at a site.  Keep in mind that as an office 
goes to a paperless modality, the less need there 
is for paper storage files.

Rules to follow when designing a work triangle 
include:

• The side of the triangle should not be greater 
than nine feet or less than four feet.

• The triangle should not be interrupted by traffic 
or cabinetry.

• Attempt to make the perimeter of the triangle 
no more than 30 feet and no less than twelve 
feet. 

Like a kitchen the work triangle may take on 
a variety of configurations given the various 
spaces allocated for the business office.  In some 
instances it may be necessary to expand the size 
of the triangle based on the size of the dental 
practice or the number of staff in the business 
office.  Care should be taken, however, to avoid 

• The traffic pattern may vary from office to 
office dependent on the type of systems used.

• The equipment may vary, too, since it is 
possible the office may have multi-task 
equipment that includes the fax, printer and 
copy machine all in one.  It is also possible 
to have more than one or two chairs in the 
business office as well as multiple phones.  
This multiple concept might even create the 
need for two triangles within a larger working 
space.

• The location of equipment is governed by how 
and who uses the equipment.  In general, the 
one constant is that the person responsible 
for greeting patients should always face the 
opening to the reception room and not have 
the back to this approaching visitors and 
patients. 

Designing a work triangle in the dental business 
office can cut down on excess movement 
by centering the work space.  When no 
consideration is given to the layout of the 
business office the staff may soon find taking 
unnecessary steps each day to do routine tasks.  

Table 2.  Applying the Principles of Motion Economy in the Business Office

15. Provide work areas that are elbow level or 1 to 2 inches lower with arms and legs parallel or nearly 
parallel to the floor. (Figure 9)

Figure 9.
Photo courtesy of Steelcase, Inc., Grand Rapids, MI

Adapted from Practice Management for the Dental Team, Finkbeiner, BL and Finkbeiner, C.A. Elsevier, St. Louis, MO
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areas.  This design saves lots of steps and it 
is possible in the “U-shape” to add an island 
work station if needed or desired.

Selecting Business Office Equipment
A variety of equipment will need to be selected 
for the business to operate efficiently.  This 
equipment will include a desk area, chairs, 
telephones, an interoffice communication system, 
lighting systems, computers, a printer/copier/
scanner/fax (multi-task), postage equipment, files, 
and even master controls for other areas of the 
office.

Most dental business office desk areas are built 
in today or are in form modular format.  Often the 
reception desks in large offices can be separate 
from the actual working area as shown in the floor 
plan in Figure 10.

Some suggestions in determining desk, cabinet 
and controls placement are listed in Table 3.  
Special consideration must be given to selecting 
an ergonomic chair for the business area.  This 
type of chair is as important as the chairs in 
the treatment room since the business office 

too large a triangle or the amount of walking will 
be increased. Basically there are four different 
work triangles:

1. The corridor or open end design is very 
efficient since it allows the staff to move 
about in the entire office with just a few steps.  
Counters and storage are limited, however.  
Since there are two open ends with access 
to other areas of the office it can cause 
congestion when people walk through to get to 
other rooms.

2. The peninsula works well in some offices 
and allows the business office to be an open 
design that flows into the reception room.  
This may be used in some clinics but often is 
avoided in a private dental office since it does 
not provide for much privacy.

3. The L-shaped business office flows from 
the business area into the other areas of the 
office.  There is ample room in this design 
for expansion since one leg of the “L” could 
always be increased to provide for more 
storage and counter space as needed.

4. The U-shaped business office surrounds the 
staff on three sides with storage and working 

Corridor Work Triangle L-shaped Work Triangle

Peninsula Work Triangle U-shaped Work Triangle
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3. A counter approximately 44 inches high 
provides a writing area for patients and privacy 
for the assistant and for documents on the 
desk (Figure 14).

4. A desk area for the physically challenged 
patients is positioned 27-29 inches from the 
floor.  A chair nearby this area can enable 
another patient who needs to be seated to 
write a check or discuss some matter with the 
administrative assistant. (Figure 15)

5. The business office clock should be out of 
view of patients in the reception room.

6. Central controls for an intercom/
communication system should be integrated 
with the telephone or mounted on the wall 
as a separate unit within easy reach of the 
assistant (Figure 16).  Auxiliary units should be 
connected with the private office, laboratory, 
and treatment rooms.

7. Master controls for the music system, heating, 
cooling, ventilation, and lighting also should be 
located in the business office or in a nearby 

staff will be seated much of the day.  Chairs 
that are immobile and do not have padding or 
arms should be avoided in this area as they are 
not comfortable for long periods of time.  A true 
ergonomic chair needs to be selected as listed in 
Table 3.

Equipment Design and Placement
1. The administrative assistant should be seated 

facing the reception room.  This allows the 
patients to receive instant recognition once 
they enter the office.  The open desk areas 
today afford a more friendly environment for 
the patient.

2. Two desk heights ensure comfort and 
efficiency.  The keyboard level should be 
approximately 27 inches and the writing level 
about 29 inches (See Figure 13).  Twenty 
inches is an adequate depth for most working 
areas.  A depth over 30 inches is excessive; it 
makes reaching inconvenient and reduces the 
amount of floor space in the office.

Figure 10.  Business Area Floor Plan
From Practice Management for the Dental Team, Finkbeiner, BL and Finkbeiner, C.A. Elsevier, St. Louis, MO
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Table 3.  When choosing business office chairs be certain they:
• have a broad base with five good quality casters (Figure 11)

Figure 11.
Photo courtesy of Steelcase, Inc., Grand Rapids, MI

• have a well padded seat
• have adjustments for height, arm, and back supports.
• can lower, raise, and tilt backwards (Figure 12)

Figure 12.
Photo courtesy of Steelcase, Inc., Grand Rapids, MI

• are 16" to 20" off of the floor
• provide lumbar support
• provide good backrest and is wide enough to support shoulders
• allow the chair's seat a 1"-4" clearance between edge of chair and the knees
• have a curved front edge
• have padded armrests that can lower or raise
Adapted from Practice Management for the Dental Team, Finkbeiner, BL and Finkbeiner, C.A. Elsevier, St. Louis, MO
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completed at the time of construction.  It not 
only serves as a file area but can provide 
space for decorative items.

9. Cupboard space is necessary for storage of 
paper and supplies.

10. Small compartmentalized areas above the 
desk provide easy access to items such as 
appointment cards and telephone message 
pads.

11. Telephones should be installed at each 
workstation and should be made hands free 
whenever possible.

12. Desk drawers should have full suspension for 
maximum use.

13. Inserts and dividers in drawers aid in 
organization of materials.

14. A small area adjacent to the business office 
set up for private calls and conversations with 
patients is convenient and can be used for 
completion of insurance forms.

Health and Safety Issues
A variety of factors impact the health and safety 
of the business office personnel.  In this course, 

central location.  Labeling these controls 
prevents accidental shutoff of any of the 
utilities.

8. Lateral or open files, at a depth of 18 inches, 
require less space than vertical files.  These 
files are supplied in 30-, 36-, and 42-inch 
widths with two to five drawers.  Figure 17 
illustrates a built in open shelf area that was 

Figure 13.  
Photo courtesy of Steelcase, Inc., 
Grand Rapids, MI

Figure 16.  
Photo courtesy of Theta Corp., Niagara Falls, NY

Figure 17.  
Photo courtesy of Dr. Roberta Cann, Atlanta, GA

Figure 14.  
Photo courtesy of Joseph Ellis, DDS and Lisa Tartaglione, DDS, 
Grand Rapids, MI

Figure 15.  
Photo courtesy of Joseph Ellis, DDS and Lisa Tartaglione, DDS, 
Grand Rapids, MI
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Affective Disorder (SAD).  Sunlight serves to 
keep one’s internal body “circadian” in sync, so a 
person is alert and awake in the day and ready to 
sleep at night.  When the amount and quality of 
sunlight is diminished a person’s behavior, health 
and mood can be affected.  As a result, SAD can 
occur in the winter causing depression and sleep 
disorders.

It is possible to consult with a lighting company 
to obtain a lighting system to overcome SAD.  
If staff members are affected by SAD, the 
investment to alter the lighting in the office may 
well be worth the investment.  A brightness level 
of 10,000 lux at 24 inches, has proven to be a 
fast and effective light therapy at a comfortable 
distance.  These lights are easy to use and safe, 
with no harmful UV rays.

only those issues that relate to selection and 
placement of major equipment will be addressed.  
Ergonomic positioning will be addressed in the 
second course that will relate specifically to 
ergonomic factors confronting the dental business 
office staff.

The Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA) requires employers to 
provide a hazard free work environment, that is, 
one without recognized dangers that can cause 
death, injury or illness.  Table 4. provides a list 
of potential hazards that might be found in the 
dental business office.

Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD)
In some regions of the United States where there 
are extremes of sunshine and darkness often 
patients and staff may be affected by Seasonal 
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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.

Course Test Preview
1. Seating in the reception room should typically include ____ seat(s) for each treatment room.

a. one
b. two
c. three
d. four

2. Which of the following is not a recommendation for a barrier free office?
a. Access ramps to the building and office areas
b. Install raised letters and Braille on elevator controls
c. Install grab bars
d. Install standard doorways in all rooms

3. Motion economy is a principle that applies only to the clinical areas of the dental office.
a. True
b. False

4. The Principles of Motion Economy include all EXCEPT:
a. Position materials as close to the point of use as possible.
b. Use motions that maximize arm extension to provide good ergonomics.
c. Organize materials and equipment in a logical sequence of use.
d. Use smooth, continuous motions, not zigzag motions.

5. A chair in the dental business office should include all of the following EXCEPT:
a. A well padded seat.
b. Adjustments to lower, raise, and tilt backwards.
c. Narrow solid arms.
d. Provide lumbar support.

6. Which of the following will aid a physically challenged patient in the dental business office?
a. A counter approximately 44 inches high.
b. A desk area about 27-29 inches form the floor.
c. A counter that is 20 inches deep.
d. An open desk area that faces the reception room.

7. Which of the following is a potential hazard that is prohibited by OSHA to provide a hazard 
free work environment?
a. Lateral files
b. Desk drawers with full suspension
c. Multiple telephone lines in the business office
d. Loose telephone cords or electrical wires

8. A person who is affected by SAD may need to have which of the following adjusted in the 
office?
a. Work station height
b. Lighting system
c. Air circulation
d. Sound system
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9. When seated and using the computer, the administrative assistant should have the arms:
a. Parallel to the floor
b. At 20 to 30 degrees to the floor
c. Raised 2-3 inches above the chair arms
d. 3-4 inches below the waist

10. The concept of Motion Economy implies that the administrative assistant should:
 1. Use as few motions as possible
 2. Keep moving at all times
 3. Increase productivity while reducing stress
 4. Maximize the use of computers

a. 1 and 3
b. 1, 2, 3
c. 2 and 4
d. 4 only

11. Rules to follow when designing a work triangle include all of the following except:
a. The side of the triangle should not be greater than nine feet or less than four feet.
b. The triangle should not be interrupted by traffic or cabinetry.
c. Attempt to make the perimeter of the triangle no more than 30 feet and no less than twelve feet.
d. The triangle will work only if the office equipment includes multi-tasking types of equipment.

12. Which of the following statements is true about the location of equipment in the dental 
business office?
a. The location of equipment is governed by the size of the practice.
b. The one constant is that the person responsible for greeting patients should always face the 

opening to the reception room.
c. All files must be lateral style with closed drawers.
d. Telephones should be placed in a private area out of the hearing range of patients.

13. Which of the following business office designs can cause congestion when people walk 
through to get to other rooms?
a. U-shaped
b. L-shaped
c. Corridor
d. Peninsula

14. Which of the following business office designs provides the option for easier expansion?
a. U-shaped
b. L-shaped
c. Corridor
d. Peninsula

15. When seated at the computer or desk area in the business office the employee’s thighs 
should be:
a. Elevated slightly
b. Parallel to the floor
c. Stretched out to relieve pressure on the upper leg area
d. Bent slightly toward the back.
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Additional Resources
• Office of the Americans with Disabilities Act 

U.S. Department of Justice 
P.O. Box 66118 Washington, D.C. 20035-6738 
1-800-514-0301 (voice) 
1-800-514-0383 
http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/ada/adahom1.htm

• Architectural and Transportation Barriers Compliance Board 
1111 18th St. NW, Suite 501 
Washington, D.C. 20036 
1-800- 872-2253 (voice) 
1-800-993-2822 (TDD) 
Electronic bulletin board: 202-272-5448 
http://www.access-board.gov/

• United States Access Board 
http://www.access-board.gov/

• Americans with Disabilities Act 
http://www.ada.gov/

• sad.com (Seasonal Affective Disorder) 
http://www.sad.com/

• Nova Solutions, Inc. 
http://www.novadesk.com/
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