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Athena's 10   
 Points of Light

the how and why to market
your dental practice

by Nancy Lashley
(as printed in Dentistry Today)

As a dental professional, you are part of  an 
industry and marketplace that is evolving 
at a pace than was not conceivable 20 years 
ago. Dentistry has grown in technology and 
possibilities. Your job now is to keep pace 
with the evolution of  a demanding consumer 
-- both your new patients and your favorite 
patients � just as you do with the quality of  
the care you provide. 

However, you were trained to provide quality 
dentistry, not to be a small business marketer.  
So it is not such a shock when even the best 
ideas are not utilized to their full potential or 
are sporadically implemented.

Successfully translating your image and 
message to your targeted customer, 
consistently and repetitively, is what dental 
practice marketing is all about. Providing 
accurate and accessible information about 
who you are and what you can provide to your 
patients is the game you are playing, whether 
you realize it or not.  Below is a quick guide 
for planning your strategy.

workbook

 1.   Vision

 2.   Goals

 3.   Budget

 4.   Timeline & Resources

 5.   Planning & Methods

 6.   Elements

 7.    Tools

 8.   Implement

 9.   Evaluate

10.   Repeat
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1} your vision
      Who are you and what are you all about?  

The purpose of  marketing is to convey your 
message to your marketplace. Your vision is 
the beginning of  all your marketing efforts--
from planning, to creation, to implementation.   
Marketing will help you grow your practice 
towards your vision, rather than the reverse.

Write out your vision below, using the 
positive tense, strong nouns and verbs and as 
few adjectives as possible.  Write your vision 
visually and as though it is already true.  This 
is not the place to worry about �how� your 
vision will manifest, this is the place to get 
clear about the �what� of  your vision.

Think of  the universe as your personal,  in�nite mail order catalog.  
Decide what you want and believe you can have it.  Feel the feelings as 
though it is true NOW.  What do you want?
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vision

How you 
characterize 
yourself to the 
marketplace 
must match 
the patient’s 
experience in 
your practice.
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2} your goals             
          What milestones will you look for?

Your Marketing Goal is basic and quanti�able 
� to begin, look at your numbers in terms of  
the amount invested per new patient (quantity) 
as well as the production amount each new 
patient brings to the practice (quality). Instead 
of  just upping the quantity of  new patients, 
you should focus instead on upping the quality 
of  the new patient on an individual level. 

For example, begin by dividing your marketing 
expenses by the number of  new patients for 
the past year.  Let�s say you spent $150 per 
new patient, brought in 18 new patients per 
month and averaged $3000 in production for 
each new patient.  

A good marketing goal for our example 
for the next year would be to increase the 
investment per new patient to $200 while 
lowering the quantity to 15, with the goal 
being to up the production to, say, $4000 per 
patient.  This means that you would go from 
spending $32,400 for revenue of  $648,000, 
to spending $31,200 to bring in $780,000 
� not a bad return on your investment and a 
lot less stress.  

Obviously, an important aspect in increasing 
the amount of  production brought in per 
new patient directly correlates to internal 
factors such as your quality of  service, case 
presentation skills, and basic level of  comfort 
with appropriate clinical skills.  

This is where your vision becomes so 
important. How you characterize yourself  
to the marketplace must match the patient�s 
experience in your practice. The better you can 
personalize and target your message to your 
marketplace, the �warmer� the new patients 
will be (the more they will value your service) 

and the easier it will be to retain them in the 
practice.

By thinking of  the relationship between the 
amount of  money and time you are investing 
in each new patient and the return on that new 
patient, you start to see that the uniqueness 
of  your vision � and, therefore, the message 
you put out � becomes most important.  The 
value that your patient places on you and 
your services starts to become more about 
relationship than services provided. The result 
is a happier patient, one who is getting what he 
wants because your practice is where he belongs 
and he feels it.  And he is therefore predisposed 
to accept and be grateful for the treatment you 
can provide.  In the end, everyone wins. 
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goals

My favorite patients are:

With my marketing, I will attract

new patients per month.

The types of  treatment I enjoy 
providing my patients:

Other goals I have for my 
marketing:

I will produce

$

with the help of  my marketing.
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when you begin to brainstorm methods for 
your Marketing Plan.

What we know at Athena, though, is that it 
is not the amount you invest that matters but 
your commitment to, and enthusiasm and 
excitement about, your marketing.  So chose 
a number that is safe, will keep you eating 
and your staff  bonusing, and then track the 
incredible return on that amount over time.

bu
dg

et

3} the budget             
          How much personnel time and money are 

you willing to invest?

Marketing is an investment, not an excuse to 
throw your money away.  When deciding how 
much you are willing to invest, chose a number 
that �feels good� and not just what �they� say 
you should spend.  However, they happen to 
say that you should be spending between 3% 
and 10% of  your production on marketing 
� this includes the planning and creation 
fees, personnel time, production costs and 
implementation costs.  This includes everything 
with your name on it, such as websites, printing 
stationary, recare bags and promotional items.  
All design costs, ad contract costs � everything 
marketing related.

The �percentage budget� is an easy way 
to choose a number.  A good guideline for 
choosing your percentage is that if  your practice 
is where you want it to be, you are seeing the 
patients you want, and you feel con�dent that 
your marketplace knows who you are and what 
you�re about, then maintain that with a 3% 
Marketing Budget.  If  you are steadily growing 
into your practice and marketplace, and want to 
continue to modify your image and re�ne the 
patients you are drawing in, then shoot for a 
5%-7% Marketing Budget.  If  you are brand 
new, totally revamping your image, or struggling 
to maintain a healthy practice, then investing 
7%-10% is your best bet.

As your marketing begins to bring a return on 
your investment, your Marketing Budget with 
grow with your production in terms of  actual 
dollars while the percentage might remain 
the same. It can be hard to spend money that 
you don�t receive a return on immediately, 
but by allocating a certain percentage of  your 
production ahead of  time, you make sure that 
you�re spending the right amount and you keep 
that amount at the forefront of  your mind 

Remember,
 
The important 
thing is to choose a 
number that doesn’t 
keep you up
at night.  

My marketing budget is:

$
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I commit to implementing my 
marketing plan for

months.

I will review my marketing plan in

months. 

tim
eline

4} the timeline             
          How much grace will you give yourself 

to reach your marketing goal?  

Be sure to give yourself  enough time to meet 
your goals � if  you don�t, you will experience an 
undercurrent of  urgency which will sti�e both 
your creativity and your energy. Usually, the 
entire process of  creating and implementing 
an initial Marketing Plan takes about 15 
months.  The �rst 3 months are dedicated 
to the planning and creation stage, and the 
implementation stage runs for a year.  You 
should begin the creation stage of  the second 
year�s marketing plan 3 months before the end 
of  the current year�s implementation stage, 
and so on.  
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5} the plan (methods)             
          What methods will you use?

Now that you know who you are and what 
you want, begin to brainstorm the marketing 
methods that are most in line with your vision, 
your goals, your budget, your timeline and your 
previous experience.  

Some people prefer to get out into the 
community and would rather network and put 
on open houses.  Others like to create beautiful 
ads and direct mail pieces to get their message 
out.  Still others focus exclusively on their 
current patients, making internal marketing an 
art form.  No matter what you do, you will 
get results, so choose the methods that actually 
sound like fun to you and your staff  and plan 
them out. 

First make a list of  your preferred methods, 
then make lists of  the Tools you�ll need for 
each project, action items and estimates of  
the time and money you will need to invest to 
complete the project.  

For example, if  you chose to do a direct mail 
campaign you will need to do the following: 
chose the frequency of  the mailing, chose the 
demographics of  the list, chose what types of  
pieces you want to send and in what order, have 
those pieces created, �nd a mail house to buy 
your list from and to do the actual mailing, 
and devise a tracking system for responses.  

Keep brainstorming and making lists until you 
have more than enough methods to choose 
from, then choose the ones that are most fun, 
most cost effective and, of  course, are within 
your budget.

After you have chosen the projects you want 
to do, lay them out in a spreadsheet according 
to time, including your estimates and the 
projected milestone deadlines.  Be sure to 

allot enough time for someone to manage the 
completion of  each of  your projects.  Keep 
tweaking the spreadsheet until you feel that 
you will get your message out according to 
your vision, goals, timeline and budget.

 

ITEM METHOD TOOL

Brochures/ CD ROMs X

Demographic Reports X

Direct Mail Campaigns X

Enthusiasm X X

Fundraisers X

Interior Design X

Internal Marketing X

Magazine Advertising X

Magazine Ad X

Movie Theater Advertising X

Movie Theater Ads X

Networking Events X

New Patient Packages X

Newsletters X X

Newspaper Advertising X

Newspaper Ads X

On-Hold Scripts X X

Patient Forms X

Photo Albums/Smile Portfolio X

Photography & Retouching X

PowerPoint Presentations X X

Press Releases/Articles X X

Professional Image X X

Promotional Items X

Public Relations X

Radio Advertising X

Radio Ads X

Referral Systems X

Referral Card (Share w/Friend) X

School Sponsorships X

Search Engine Positioning X

Signage X

Surveys X

Television Advertising X

Television Ads X

Websites X X

Workshops/Seminars X

Use this list to brainstorm 
marketing methods and tools.
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planning

Marketing Methods I�d like 
to use or continue using:
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6} the elements             
          What do you have in place to build tools with?  

What else do you need?  Are your elements 
in line with your vision?

Your Elements truly are the foundation of  
your marketing success.  Without a logo, col-
ors, font and layout guidelines, photography, 
copy and graphics in place, it is impossible to 
create the tools you�ll need to implement the 
methods of  your marketing plan.  

If  you are missing 
any of  the basic el-
ements, you are not 
ready to create a 
comprehensive set 
of  tools, which are 
the means through 
which you commu-
nicate your mes-
sage.

If  you wait to create 
your elements on 
an emergency basis, 

you will be rushed during the creation process 
and end up with tools that are not in line with 
your vision, or worse, will look just like the 
guy�s down the block.

Your elements must be consistent and repeti-
tive throughout all of  your communication 
with your marketplace.  You do not see Nike 
or Coke�s elements changing from tool to tool, 
or from year to year.  This is because the cus-
tomer begins to associate a �shorthand� of  
the message with the elements � the customer 
does not want to work hard to decide wheth-
er your message is relevant.  By maintaining 
consistency in your elements, you give them a 
break.  By maintaining repetition and focus in 
how your elements are used, you make it easy 
for them to respond.

�  logo
�  fonts
�  colors
�  tagline
�  illustrations
�  photography
�  copy/text
�  graphics

Similarly, you do not see Mac trying to look 
like Microsoft, or The Gap borrowing elements 
from Guess.  This is important to understand 
� while the examples are technically selling the 
same products (computers and clothing) the 
experience and expectation of  the customer 
is widely divergent.  The customer expects a 
unique experience, not the same product.

Elements work best when they represent your 
vision perfectly, and your vision is unique be-
cause you are unique.  Why would you buy 
someone else�s vision of  a �dentist� when, as 
we all know, the best patients are those that 
value you even more than they value your den-
tistry?  

If  you think you are saving time and money by 
buying a cookie-cutter identity package, you 
are mistaken.  Instead, you will lose that much 
more money and time because you�ll be at-
tracting cookie-cutter patients who don�t truly 
�t with you and your practice and you�ll be 
forever struggling to maintain a positive �ow.

When you get your elements in line, building 
your tools and, more importantly, remember-
ing who you are will be so much easier.  And 
therefore more pro�table.

You already have an 
image.  We all do.  

But is it propelling 
you toward your 

vision?


