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VITAL GUIDE TO

Dental practice management
Welcome to the fifth article in the Vital Guide Series. At the end of 
the article are some CPD questions, which are designed to get you 
thinking about the article and to help you remember some of the 

key points. Here, Susan Gorman1 shares her wisdom and experience 
in practice management.

Introduction
The business aspects of dental practice have changed a great deal 

in recent years. Dentistry has been evolving rapidly since the for-

mation of the NHS in 1948, with numerous changes to dentists’ 

contracts, growing business requirements and patients’ expecta-

tions exerting an increasing infl uence on all aspects of dentistry, 

resulting in the swift growth in dental team roles and the forma-

tion of the dental practice manager role (DPM) in most practices 

across the UK. 

For practices with an NHS commitment, this role has become 

more important now than ever before. The introduction of the 

new contract in April 2006 has placed more pressure on dentists 

to meet Clinical Governance (CG) and Continuing Professional 

Development (CPD) requirements. They also need to keep 

abreast of employment legislation, health and safety regulations, 

GDC guidelines and NHS regulations. 

The DPM can make a valuable contribution toward all of these 

requirements, lessening the burden on the dentist and ensuring 

that the guidelines are met throughout the practice. 

Good practice
A good dental practice will operate a hierarchical system with 

patients’ interests and the dentist at the top and other members 

of the dental team supporting them and ensuring the practice 

runs to its optimum capability. In practice the dentist provides a 

product and the patient is the purchaser; it is up to the DPM to 

help deliver the most effi cient service possible. The DPM role, in 

most circumstances, is supportive and of value to the dental team 

and patients alike.

The contribution of the DPM is most important in the imple-

mentation of a new area of NHS practice, Clinical Governance. CG 

aims to unite managerial, organisational and clinical approaches 

to improving the quality of dental care. This draws on practice 

management skills, requiring an ability to research, design, plan 

and implement initiatives and in so doing, to demonstrate to the 

rest of the world the range and scope of the DPM’s skills.

Demands and duties
There has been a huge increase in administrative work in dental 

business due to the legislation and the need to run increasingly 

sophisticated management skills. Changes in how dentistry is 

delivered today have infl uenced change within the team and the 

need for each person to be aware of and committed to the contin-

uing development of their professional skills, all of which a good 

manager will facilitate.

1 Cert DPM, Director of Operations, The Liverpool Implant 
and Aesthetic Dental Spa and Partner, 
Aesthetic Knowledge training company
Email: sueliverpooldentalspa@yahoo.co.uk
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● How did the role of dental practice manager evolve?

● What does a dental practice manager do?

● What qualifi cations are required for dental practice management?
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In the past, the only admin required was to get patients to sign 

and to process their forms, but now there is a whole host of other 

paperwork to complete to run a profi table modern day dental 

practice. No-one becomes a fully competent manager overnight: 

management competence is the result of training, experience and 

refl ection. Typically dental practice managers’ responsibilities 

may include: 

● Designing and implementing an agreed administration. 
The DPM will help implement and deliver all dental services 

by assisting in the development of patient care procedures to 

ensure maximum contribution to the practice’s profi tability. 

● Developing a business plan. Preparing reports for outside 

corporates such as the Inland Revenue, preparing end of year 

accounts and maintaining an effi cient banking system. Using 

the agreed administration system within the practice the 

DPM will run monthly reports for things such as bad debts, 

failed and cancelled appointments, stock fl ow and petty cash.

● Team management. The DPM will need to recruit, train, 

motivate and discipline staff in line with an in-house practice 

policy. They should be able to compose staff contracts, job 

descriptions and responsibilities. Organisational skills must 

be of a very high standard for duties such as staff holidays, 

sickness, time keeping and arranging team meetings. The 

DPM should assist in the implementation of an appraisal 

system, along with the Principal. 

● Offering consultation advice and guidance, following advice 

from a dentist on private treatments available.

Working relationships
The professional relationship between the DPM and the den-

tist is vital to ensuring a healthy and profi table business. Clear 

aims should be made by both parties so that each knows what is 

expected of them: open communication plays a vital role in this. 

Every management system must be established and administered 

with clear, well communicated aims, and the results carefully 

monitored.

Formal training within the communication sphere was not 

widely available until recently. I have had to develop my own skills 

without much assistance. There are few courses offered or books 

written on the subject of communication skills. This aspect of the 

DPM’s role is probably the bottom line of success in dental prac-

tice and is widely linked to the team’s ability to share information; 

interpersonal relations are very much at the forefront for good 

working relationships. The DPM has a pivotal role in the dental 

team communications, which is still evolving. 

Adapting to change
The DPM’s duties and responsibilities are defi ned by their respec-

tive dental practice. Individual DPMs need to adapt to changing 

circumstances which should operate successfully in accordance 

with their perceptions of the contribution expected of them, 

drawing upon their experience of what has or has not worked in 

the past, and their own personal characteristics.

A good DPM will get results by making best use of human, 

fi nancial and material resources available to them. They will aim 

to achieve these results through hands-on involvement.

Dental practice management has a lot to offer individuals 

seeking a career which will 

develop their sense of inde-

pendence, pride in their work, 

self-worth and confi dence. A 

good DPM can expect enduring 

respect from employers, col-

leagues, family and friends. 

I would describe dental 

practice managers as indispen-

sable to dental practice in the 

twenty-fi rst century, and as 

a profession we must ensure 

that this status quo remains.

Read more about Clinical Governance on p. 39.
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Sue on the job at the Liverpool Dental Spa.

TRAINING
There are various levels of training for dental practice 
management available in the marketplace. 

The British Dental Practice Managers’ Association 
(BDPMA; see www.bdpma.org.uk) recommends studying a 
general management qualifi cation as the skills required are 
similar to those required to manage in many other industries. 
Many of the BDPMA’s members have achieved nationally 
recognised qualifi cations in evening classes or by distance 
learning, such as those linked to the Institute of Leadership 
and Management, the Chartered Management Institute 
or the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development.

Sue Gorman, the author of this article, began working 
in dentistry at age 16, and after 28 years as a DPM, 
completed the BTEC Professional Diploma in Dental 
Practice Management. The course is equivalent to an 
NVQ Level 4 and represents one year of study, either in 
workshops or through open learning studies, with close 
contact with a tutor. 

Units of study include:
• Dental Practice Management Skills
• Administration and the Law
• Marketing Dental Care
• Team Communication Skills
• Personnel Management Skills for Dental Managers.

Evidence of work within the practice is also required.

For information on venues and fees, 
see the Dental Resource Company 
website at www.dental-resource.
co.uk or telephone 08700 664 398.
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CPD Answers
Here are the answers to last issue’s 
CPD questions on adhesive dentistry. 
We apologise for the error in question 3.

Congratulations to the fi rst three correct 

entries to be drawn from our winter issue. 

They were: Dr Jonathan Hamilton from 

Felixstowe, Miss Haroulla Yennari from High 

Barnet and Dr Zeliha Baran from Banbury. 

They all win a copy of the book Basic 

guide to dental instruments. In
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1. The term ‘adhesive dentistry’ refers to:

 A  The placement of composite veneers

 B  The placement of resin-bonded bridgework

 C  Procedures that depend on traditional mechanical factors for retention

 D  A and B

 Answer D

2.  What can composite resin be used for?

 A  Splinting luxated teeth

 B  Restoring occlusal cavities

 C  As an extra-coronal restoration for discoloured teeth

 D  All of the above

 Answer D

3. Adhesive dentistry CANNOT be used when:

 A  A patient has broken teeth

 B  A patient has a controlled diet

 C  A patient has minimal dental caries 

 D  A patient has a congenitally absent incisor

 Answer B
 Correction: Option B should have read ‘an uncontrolled diet’. This question was 

disregarded during the selection of winners for this competition.

4.  Which one of the following is FALSE?

 A  Dentinal tubules contain odontoblast extensions

 B  Enamel is mainly composed of organic substances

 C  Bonding resin contains millions of monomers

 D  Self-etching systems have recently been introduced

 Answer B

© 2007 Nature Publishing Group 
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CPD QuestionsCPD Answer form
Please PRINT your details below:

Title

First Name 

Last Name 

Address 

City 

County 

Postal Code 

E-mail 

Your Work

What is the name of your practice/

CDS/hospital?

What is your job title?

Please TICK (✔) the answer to 

each question

 A  B C D

Q.1
 o o o o

 A B C D

Q.2
 o o o o

 A B C D

Q.3
 o o o o

 A B C D

Q.4
 o o o o

o If you prefer not to be contacted for purposes other 
than this competition, please tick this box. We will not 
pass your details on to any third parties.

Please send your completed 

answer form to: 

CPD Questions, Vital magazine, 

BDJ, Nature Publishing Group, 

4-6 Crinan Street, 

London  N1 9XW.

✁

1. Which of the following does the DPM need to be aware of?

 A  The Health and Safety at Work Act

 B  Employment legislation

 C  The Principal’s lunch preferences

 D  A and B

2.  Which of the following is NOT a duty of the DPM?

 A  Staff recruitment

 B  Implementing an agreed administration

 C  Occasional scaling and polishing

 D  Developing a business plan

3. How might the DPM’s role in the dental practice be described?

 A  Superfl uous

 B  Pivotal

 C  Old-fashioned

 D  A marketing gimmick

4.  Which of the following are useful qualifi cations for a DPM?

 A  BTEC Professional Diploma in Dental Practice Management

 B  Edexcel Certifi cate of Practice Management

 C  A, B and D

 D  Executive Diploma in Management

In the future, Vital will be offering verifi able CPD when 
it becomes mandatory for DCPs. In the meantime 
we have provided some CPD style questions for 
our ‘Vital Guide to…’ series to encourage you to 
anticipate future CPD requirements. By way of extra 
encouragement we are pleased to offer a copy 
of Dental reception and practice management 
(which will be reviewed in the next 
issue) to the senders of the fi rst three 
correct entries to be drawn on 1 May 
2007. The answers to the questions will 
be published in the next issue of Vital. 
After reading the article have a go 
at the following questions and send 
in your completed form to us. In the 
context of this article, only one of 
the answers to each of the following 
questions is correct.
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