
Business planning is about 
determining how to achieve a 
significantly more profitable 
future. It’s about leading and 
running your business in 
pursuit of the planned result. 
It’s not airy-fairy either. Like 
dentistry, it is derived from 
tried and tested principles 
and techniques that enable 
you to make better decisions, 
the right decisions, in a 
specific order and sequence 
to underpin success. And, 
most importantly, because 
it prompts you to make 
decisions and take action 
by delivering change – your 
circumstances change.

Our experience indicates that implementation 
is something principal dentists often avoid. 
Ninety-five per cent of the time, our clients 
double their net profits within three years, 
but the common denominator for the 5% 
who don’t is their unwillingness to make and 
implement decisions. If you don’t take action, 
you can’t expect a different result.

A business plan covers every aspect of your 
business, all of which is reflected in the 
financials. Everything from tactical pricing, 
associate pay, staffing levels and remuneration, 
recall and stock processes to brand, key 
performance indicators (KPIs), performance 
management and monthly management 
accounts. It’s like a satnav: you know where you 
are, you know where you want to go, and your 
business plan is your map – the blueprint for 
the journey. Business planning, like the satnav, 
offers you an early warning of when you are off 
track and need to take corrective action.

Business planning essentially involves answering 
four strategic questions:

1. Where are we now? (situational analysis)

2. Where do we want to be? (strategy)

3. How do we get there? (strategy and tactics)

4. How do we know when we have arrived? 
(KPIs and performance measurement)
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When we work with clients, stage one alone 
can take 4–6 weeks, so comprehensive is the 
analysis. Identifying the ‘now’ involves a series 
of techniques focusing on the financial and 
non-financial aspects of the business. Everything 
from the financial profitability of the practice, 
clinicians, and specific treatments to the non-
financial scrutiny of the culture, people, brand, 
marketing activities and make-up of the patient 
base. You can’t determine where you want to 
go without a thorough understanding of your 
present position.

Tactical pricing is just one example of how stage 
one throws up so many opportunities. Practices 
mistakenly believe they follow the hourly rate, 
but when we dig into the mechanics of how 
they price, it is fundamentally flawed and often 
draining away thousands of pounds of profit. 
It is amazing how unsophisticated pricing is. 
Invariably there is no recognition of the future 
costs and income required (no business plan), 
it does not factor in the income generated 
from the different income streams, nor does it 
reflect discounting and loss-making treatments. 
Business owners frequently don’t know which 
income streams and treatments make them a 
profit or loss. Astonishing really!

The next stage is all about determining how 
we want the future to look over a three-year 
planning horizon. Following rigorous self-analysis, 
a gap that reflects where the business is now and 
where it wants to be in a given period of time is 
identified and the changes necessary to fill that 
gap are agreed. In-depth financial modelling 
then projects the future financial results based 
on the correction of all the things that are wrong 

and a plan for implementing those changes in 
the correct order and sequence is determined. 
The implementation of those changes in stage 
three requires meticulous change management 
with regular reporting against targets to 
monitor progress.

Stage three – How do we get there? – is the 
point at which real action happens. Having 
worked out what is wrong with the practice, 
and why you aren’t achieving the desired 
results, we plan to correct the broken parts. 
It’s a time of change, when strong leadership is 
needed to steer the team to the Promised Land. 
This key stage of implementation, be it fixing 
pricing, changing associate pay, refinancing 
the business, introducing key performance 
indicators, whatever … is what most principals 
find difficult to achieve.

It means potentially changing the way things 
are done and coaching people to do things 
differently. We implement performance 
management with KPIs reflecting the important 
actions that underpin our success. The business 
leaders will ensure everyone is aware of their 
contribution to the result and how they are 
performing against specific goals through 
regular performance reviews. You are only as 
strong as your weakest link. There is a lot of 
truth in the saying that what gets measured 
gets done. This way the business will know if 
its actions are delivering the required results 
and the management team can steer the 
organisation towards success.

The last strategic planning question is all about 
knowing when we have arrived. We monitor 
progress using monthly management accounts, 
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which are an essential part of the business 
planning process often widely misunderstood. 
True management accounts compare your 
actual monthly and year to date financial 
performance against a budget. The budget is 
an output of the strategic business plan and is 
refreshed on a quarterly basis in the form of a 
forecast.

Business planning is the key that unlocks the 
door to profit. So many dental practices just 
amble through, not knowing how they are 
performing from one month to the next. It 
is astonishing that so many principals rely on 
a set of annual accounts that are 12 months 
old, as their grip on the business. As the 
principal dentist you are expected to combine 
your clinical expertise with leadership and 
commercial acumen. In the same way that 
you would not undertake a treatment unless 
you were confident and competent to do so, 
we recommend you apply the same principle 
to running your business and develop your 
commercial and management skills

Andy McDougall  
is the Owner of Spot On Business Planning.
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