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To my wife, who finally believed in me
after all these years

A Note to You, Dear Reader

If you’re reading this story, then someone who cares about your 
future thought enough of you to tell you about it. As you read 
Dan’s story, you might find his experience trying to make it in 

dentistry to be very familiar.

Selling your dental practice is not an easy decision. There are 
many factors to consider - offer value, fairness, terms, timing, 
and more. Ultimately, Dan’s story is told in an effort to help you 

make the right choice for you, your family and your practice.
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O N E

WHEN THE DREAM OF BECOMING A DENTIST
 BECOMES A NIGHTMARE

This story covers the most challenging years of my life. After years of running a successful dental 
practice in my town, it seemed nothing I did worked as well as it used to. My practice made less and 
less profit every year.

When things were good in the practice, my wife and I became accustomed to a certain lifestyle. 
When things started to decline in the practice, that lifestyle became hard to stop. It’s not easy telling 
your wife you can no longer do the things you’ve been doing for the past 20 years. We didn’t go into 
debt, but our retirement savings started to take a hit.

As things got harder in the practice, thoughts of retirement entered my head. I thought selling 
my dental practice was going to be my ticket to retirement whenever I wanted to hang up the 
handpiece. I thought between my 401K and the sale of my practice, we would be able to live how we 
always dreamed.

But as I looked into how I could sell the practice, my options were bleak. I quickly found it would 
have been financial suicide to retire. I was a slave to my own dental practice - a prison I built for 
myself.

Lisa, my wife, was not happy. She said we should have planned better; we should have had a better 
exit strategy. I felt like the exit strategy would have been fine if not for Corporate destroying the 
spirit of dentistry.

In the end, I realized we were both right.

I realized I had been losing to Corporate in more ways than one throughout my entire career. I also 
realized they had a well-defined exit strategy outside the reach of a solo dentist, but attainable with 
group power (more on this later).

The story you’re about to hear might sound far-fetched, but I can confirm to you it is not. It is 
a real story, a story of learning lesson after lesson being beaten by Corporate almost my entire 
career. What you’re about to hear is how I used all of Corporate’s tricks against them to craft an exit 
strategy far beyond my wildest dreams.

Living the Good Life
Growing up, I always wanted to be a dentist. I looked forward to going to the dentist as a kid. I loved 
playing with the abacus in the waiting room. I loved the bubble gum flavored mouth rinse. And I 
always got a kick out of not being able to feel my mouth after numbing for a filling.

I was certainly in the minority of kids in that regard, but I really loved it. So when it came time to 
pick a major in college, becoming a dentist was the obvious choice for me.

After graduating dental school, I bought a practice that was collecting just over $500,000 annually. 
I was able to get a loan to purchase that for $358,000.
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The first thing I did was get a sign with my name on it:

Uptown Dental
Daniel Harvey, DMD

When they finally inserted the sign into the grass in front of the building, I must have stood in the yard staring 
at it for 30 minutes. It was a dream of mine since I was a kid - and now it was a reality.

We didn’t take any business classes in dental school, but I knew I needed a sign. And that was just the validation 
I needed to hit the ground running. By the time the year 2000 rolled around, I was producing $1.8 million 
annually. I almost quadrupled the practice’s collections. Life was good.

Sure, there were days that were hard. From time to time, I’d have that patient that would keep coming back 
either in pain or with a failed crown.

But patients faithfully kept coming back to my office for their care.  I think they could tell that I loved what I 
did. I still do most of the time. 

Everybody in our small town knows who I am because I’ve been Dr. Harvey to most of them and their kids. I 
gave back to the local community. I always sponsored a little league basketball team. Their team pictures, year 
after year, were proudly displayed in our waiting room.

My dental team was an extension of my family. In fact, my office manager and lead hygienist were both with 
me for over 25 years. They were “Aunties” to my two daughters, Jessica and Elizabeth.

And I was making great money. I was taking home just over $400,000 per year before taxes. Lisa was able to 
stay home with the girls. She took them to private school every morning. We lived in a beautiful home. And 
every year, we would take a two-week vacation to Gulf Shores.

I really was living my dream.

Times Change 
In the 90’s, building a dental practice was easy. I actually loved marketing. One of my favorite 
marketing moves was hanging those basketball team photos on the wall. If the 10 year old son was 
on the basketball team, the whole family would end up being a client if they weren’t already.

I’d go to dinners with my Yellow Page rep twice a year. We had the back cover of the phone book 
and the first full page ad in the Dentists section. We ran radio ads on the top country music station.

We were averaging 75 new patients every month. It was a machine.

But once iPhones came around, all my tricks sort of stopped working. The yellow pages crashed in 
dramatic fashion. People stopped reading print newspapers. They stopped listening to local radio 
stations.

All of those old school reps started coming to me with new “digital options.” I’d get “featured listings” 
on online yellow page websites. I got an app. I don’t think anybody downloaded it.

The newspaper rep ended up selling me a website, but I could never find myself on Google even if I 
searched for my name.

I figured I should probably work with somebody who specializes in digital marketing for dentists. 
Turns out, there are a bunch of companies that do just that. 

But sadly, none of those companies could replicate the marketing success I had in the 90’s and early 
2000’s - and I tried several. My new patient well dried up. It seemed nothing I tried worked.

I needed to figure out something different.



Visit BecomeTheDSO.com to Find Out More3

Shiny Object Syndrome 
I distinctly remember looking at the wall in my waiting room at all the little league basketball team 
photos. 

I took a look around the rest of my practice... and I realized not a whole lot had changed since then. 
In order for me to keep up with today’s times, it was clear changes needed to be made

I looked out front and saw the same old sign I placed a couple decades ago. I regularly repainted it, 
but it was clearly dated. I needed to stand out. I spent way too much money on a tall LED sign with 
a big screen on it. I was able to put the current time and temperature on it and toggle that between 
our new patient specials.

To this day, I still think that thing is awesome, but it didn’t make any difference. 

Still in upgrade mode, I bought a CEREC machine and a 3D Cone-beam CT on credit. The sales reps 
told me I could use this new equipment as the cornerstone of my marketing efforts. After all, nobody 
wants to go to a dentist with old equipment when the competition has the new stuff.

In order to pay for all the equipment, I had to charge a bit more for my crowns. Turns out, price was 
a major factor for my patients, even those who had been with me for years. It was a gut punch to see 
some of my patients who had been with me for years go to Dr. Edwards down the street - but I later 
realized he was charging even less than what I was charging BEFORE the CEREC machine.

Nevertheless, I didn’t let that deter me. I kept looking for even more “opportunities.” Funny thing 
about being in a desperate situation - the “opportunities” begin to appear more and more rapidly.

One corporate sales rep after the other would poke holes in the unsuccessful things I had done in 
the past. These reps at big dental corporations all start off sounding so smart and caring. The reality 
was they smelled blood in the water and took advantage of my desperation.

That CEREC machine and 3D CT scan really put me in the hole. I was paying $7,500 every single 
month for these machines and had no way of recouping that money. I’m not sure my patients even 
noticed them, and they certainly didn’t bring in any new patients.

It became quite clear that buying expensive equipment was not the way to go. So I spent some time 
reflecting. What is a non-marketing related thing I’ve done to impact my bottom line as a dentist?

One thing clearly stuck out: placing implants has been a massive part of my business. That’s not 
something I learned in dental school; it’s a skill I sought to learn. I learned it. I got great at it. And I 
sold the heck out of them.

But that was about all I did in terms of improving my marketable skills. I figured I needed to learn 
how to add more services to my portfolio rather than fall prey to these corporate salespeople.

After looking through my options, I decided to take several courses on TMJ disorders and full mouth 
occlusion. I even learned how to place BOTOX. Eight courses and another $50,000 later, I had all 
these skills but I could barely put them to use. I was still saddled with the burden of ineffective 
marketing, and my existing patients even acted somewhat offended when I recommended BOTOX.

I was getting by with my large existing patient base, but my take-home pay was cut in half from its 
peak. Nothing I was doing was producing anywhere near the results from my prime. My net profit 
went from $40,000 every month to $23,000 a month, and on top of that I had a $7,500 monthly 
payment due like clockwork to the equipment manufacturers.
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T W O

The Crossroads

It was around this time that Lisa really became frustrated with me. I wasn’t bringing in what I used 
to, and I made a string of financial blunders as I tried to fix a financial problem.
To make matters worse, Jessica and Elizabeth moved off to college. We had promised them we 
would pay their full tuition to any in-state school they wanted to attend. We set aside a fair amount 
for it, but we still had to dip into our retirement savings to cover the bill.
I was getting up there in age. My practice had slowly been declining for the past 8 years, but it was 
still a valuable asset. Lisa and I always talked about retiring early. She was lonely at home by herself 
and the practice wasn’t fulfilling me like it once did. It started to feel like the right time to hang it up.
To this point, all we had really done for retirement was max out our 401k almost every year. That was 
sitting at $1.5 million, which seemed like a ton of money. On top of that, I figured I could get at least 
$1 million for my practice which was grossing $1.2 million at the time.
But when it came time to sell, I only had one buyer interested. Of course it was Dr. Edwards - the 
same guy that had been undercutting me on price for the last several years. Just as he had been 
poaching my patients with lower prices, he gave me a low-ball offer on my practice: $700,000.
I was going to be able to walk away after a 6 month transition, but I didn’t feel good about accepting 
an offer that low - especially from Dr. Edwards. I poured my heart and soul into this practice and I 
needed to make a big profit to retire. I had to keep looking.
I ended up getting an email from the largest DSO in the country, Atlantic. The subject line mentioned 
something along the lines of them being able to “pay 25% more than any dentist” for my practice. The 
email took me to an online calculator where I entered some rough estimates of numbers for my practice.
A week or so later, I actually received a pretty official looking document from them. It said it was an 
“indication of interest” and said they were going to offer me $900,000 exactly for my practice.
I would only get 60% of that up front, and the remaining $360,000 would be paid after I worked for 
them for 5 years. They were also offering me 27% of my production over the next 5 years, which 
would keep me roughly in line with what I was currently making.
If I took their offer, my autonomy would be out the window. I couldn’t believe that selling to a dentist 
or selling to Corporate were my only options. There I was, in the last stage of my career, as my body 
was aging and my passion was waning, and I’m supposed to work for somebody else for the first time 
in my life?
I didn’t even want to be a part of the transition to Dr. Edwards for 6 months, much less 5 YEARS 
working for Corporate. I wanted out yesterday!

The Sobering Reality
Any way I sliced it, it was looking like my “big retirement nest egg” was only going to bring me 
$500,000 after taxes and fees. If I lived to 85 that’s just another $20,000 per year. My Social Security 
checks would be more than that.
Then I talked to my accountant. He told me that $1.5 million in my 401K was going to actually mean 
about $3,000 a month in income. All told, we’d be looking at around $4,000 to 5,000 a month for us 
in retirement.
I thought there was going to be more at the end. After all, I had the most popular dental practice in 
town at one point, and it was STILL generating $1.2 million every year.
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Not only was Dr. Edwards’ offer insulting, I couldn’t take it if I wanted to. After all these years, I 
had no choice but to work to put more away for retirement. The only question was would I work  
for myself and make one last run at it, or succumb to Corporate? Either way, there was no early 
retirement. There was no fancy beach house.
I was feeling the pressure from Lisa to just accept my fate and move forward with Atlantic. We got into 
a fairly heated discussion about my ability to run a dental practice. She brought up all the equipment 
I wasted money on, all the marketing that didn’t work, all the patients who went elsewhere.

“Be honest with yourself, Dan. If you haven’t been able to fix this in the last 8 years, why on earth 
should we think you’re going to be able to fix it now?”

When she said that to me my heart sank. For months, it kept replaying over and over in my head. 
After all these years of unwavering support and confidence, my wife didn’t believe in me anymore.

My gut was telling me I couldn’t turn the practice around anyway, and frankly the loss of her support 
stripped away what little motivation I had left.

Lisa was still comforting, but it felt like she was trying to turn a painful defeat into a moral victory. 
She reminded me of all the great things we did for our community; all the great foundations we built 
for Jessica and Elizabeth. She said she just wanted to spend more time with me. 

That didn’t make the feeling I lost to corporate go away. It didn’t make the feeling that I missed a 
layup on financial planning go away. But it mitigated the pain enough that I was willing to accept just 
being home with my wife for the rest of our lives.

After years of thinking I was the big shot, I had to admit Lisa had some valid points. I was all set for the 
most average retirement ever, but only after being a servant to Big Corporate for the next five years.

Talk about humbling.

First Impressions
The next morning, I signed the letter and emailed it to Atlantic. I couldn’t believe what I was doing. 
There was no turning back from this. When you know you’re on the road to defeat, every step along 
the way is excruciating.

We were heading into a 90 day closing period where Atlantic pored over every nook and cranny 
of my practice. They wanted up to date records on everything. They were asking for production & 
collection numbers for the last 5 years, along with year to date numbers. Of course, this year has 
been one of our worst outside of 2020.

They wanted copies of my lease, my equipment loans, my tax returns. I was waiting for them to ask 
for my rectal temperature. It felt like I was talking to my accountant more than my wife. 

It was hard to keep it a secret from my staff. I knew they would flip if they knew I was considering 
this move. Not realizing any of this was happening, they stayed the same happy-go-lucky bunch as 
always. I tried my best to smile and laugh with them as I had for years, but I felt like I was holding a 
big secret from them. I was betraying them.

I made the calls. I took the meetings. It felt like I was selling my soul piece by piece with each 
document I sent them, but this was happening. They told me the offer in the original letter was 
just an estimate, and that the final offer would be four times the amount of my EBITDA. I had to 
Google what EBITDA was - Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Debt, and Amortization - but even after 
researching I still didn’t quite understand.

My accountant told me this was basically my net profit. He crunched the numbers and said my 
EBITDA was $221,000. In theory, this was going to knock off $16,000 from the original total Atlantic 
gave me. It was frustrating, but I kept going. Little did I know it was a sign of things to come.
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T H R E E

The Dentist with the Network

I wasn’t sleeping well. I was having nightmares of Lisa leaving me for somebody more successful. 
One morning about a month before closing, I woke up at 3am and I couldn’t go back to sleep. I 
decided to just head to the office and get some work done.

I headed to my desk to check my email. I had a new message from Atlantic. They told me my EBITDA 
wasn’t as high as what my accountant said it was. But what my accountant thought was my net profit 
and what they said was my “true EBITDA” were wildly different.

What I assumed was profit, they did not agree was profit. All these years, my accountant told me it 
was okay to use my practice for personal purchases. I had significant savings on taxes over the years 
as a result, but it was coming back to bite me now.

They deducted the remaining balance of the CEREC machine and the CT Scanner. They deducted 
the loans I was still paying.

In the end, they told me my practice had an EBITDA of $198,000 per year - a far cry from the number 
my accountant gave me, and even further than the number in the original letter. Instead of an 
$884,000 payout, I was looking at a $792,000 payout. Only $90,000 more than Dr Edwards offered 
me.

Another gut punch.

Continuing to read the new terms, it got even worse. They were offering me only $475,200 up front 
- exactly 60% of the total.

I had to EARN the rest of the total over the next 5 years. They told me that in order to get the full 
amount of the remaining purchase price, I had to keep producing what I had been producing, and 
that was already on the decline. This was going to be hard as I wasn’t even in charge of my schedule 
anymore.

I was so upset, I pushed my iPad off the desk, and a stack of papers went along for the ride careening 
onto the floor.

As the papers flew onto the floor, it uncovered the DentalTown magazine sitting beneath them.

Stuffed in the front of a magazine was a booklet called:

Dental Practice Jackpot: Discover How One Dentist Cracked the Code of Corporate Dentistry to Sell His 
Practice for 5x More Than Anyone Would Offer

Most smart dentists might look at a headline like that and throw the booklet into the trash. But I was 
desperate. Even if the booklet was written by another practice consultant in an effort to get clients, 
the title was really too irresistible for me to ignore. I read the whole thing from cover to cover.

The author, Dr. Steve Cunningham, took a few more risks than me throughout his career. 

As the story went, he was in exclusive mastermind groups and was well connected with other 
successful dentists. Those groups helped him become a great marketer, and taught him a few tricks 
to cut overhead. He liked to flip practices. His general philosophy was to buy small practices from 
retiring dentists and install the systems he learned from his groups.

Once the practice reached a certain level of collections and profitability, he would sell it for a nice 
profit to another dentist and pocket some profit. 
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Like every other successful dental practice, he was regularly courted by DSOs for these practices, 
but never was willing to stick around in a practice he was flipping. 

Dr. Cunningham had a practice that was doing $300,000 a month in collections. Atlantic really 
wanted it. So much so he was offered an invitation to a nice dinner with a guy named Patrick. 

After months of convincing, he decided to take them up on the dinner invitation. He said he wasn’t 
going to consider the offer, but curiosity got the best of him.

Patrick was a smooth-talker who worked in Finance at Atlantic. He had an MBA from Harvard, drove 
a Tesla, and was dressed to the nines.

Patrick was ordering some expensive bottles of wine, and perhaps the wine was flowing a bit more 
than his corporate bosses would have liked. Once it was clear Dr. Cunningham wasn’t interested, 
Patrick gave Dr. Cunningham the inside scoop on THEIR exit strategy.

“Ya know Dr. Cunningham… We have more in common than you think,” Patrick said.

“You’re going out and buying these dental practices from guys who have started to decline, and it’s 
pretty easy for you to turn them around and make them what they used to be, right? Well, that’s 
exactly what we do!”

Dr. Cunningham was flattered, but he didn’t understand Patrick’s angle.

“As long as a practice meets our criteria, we know we can make money. Investing in dentistry is 
easy money because dentists are notoriously bad at business - but they’re great at dentistry. That’s 
why we make them stick around for five years. We put our business templates into play, fix up the 
practice, and the patients don’t know the difference. Next thing you know, we’re in a way better spot 
and the dentist can tell his patients he’s retiring.”

“Because of the way the contract is written, the worst case scenario is production stays the same, 
and we decrease costs dramatically. It’s still profitable.”

Dr. Cunningham knew this was their model, but he figured that was all there was to it.

“Obviously you’re able to do this on a larger scale than I can. You have deeper pockets. But I’m still 
making a great living buying and selling dental practices,” Dr. Cunningham said. 

“You are,” Patrick snapped back. “But you’re selling them for peanuts compared to what we can get 
for the same exact practice.”

“You see, dentists have been told since day one that their practice is worth 70% of collections. That’s 
what it always has been, and that’s what it’s always WILL be if you’re selling the practice to a dentist. 
In the private equity world, we call that 3-4x EBITDA. 70% of collections is just an easier way to 
understand it.

“But again, that’s what you get because you are selling to another dentist. We sell our practices  to 
private equity groups. They’ll buy us for 12-15x EBITDA. It’s a beautiful thing.”

“Take your practice for example. It’s a stellar practice - you’re doing $3.6 million a year. Your EBITDA 
is probably around $750 grand. We’d give you a 4x for it.

But now it’s one of 50 practices we own in this region. When we put all those practices together, 
after we’ve slapped our templates on it, that’s now worth 12-15x for us, easy.”

Dr. Cunningham couldn’t believe what he was hearing. How could this business guy with zero dental 
training make QUADRUPLE the amount they paid for a practice and never have to deal with the day-
to-day stress that comes with being a dentist?
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His head was spinning when he left that dinner. He felt dirty. But more angry than anything.

These corporate suits were exploiting the dental industry. Patrick never cared about dentistry in 
business school. Never even thought about it. He didn’t care about patient care. He just cared about 
money - and he was making it hand over fist.

The Idea
A few months passed and Dr. Cunningham kept going about his business. 

He found himself sitting in a meeting with his entire mastermind group, who met on a quarterly 
basis. He looked around the room and saw a couple hundred dentists from across the country, all of 
whom he considered friends.

He thought back to the dinner with the finance guy. If they were BUYING practices, unifying them 
all together to run the exact same way, then selling for 5x what they were worth on their own... what 
if he worked with his network to do the exact same thing?

He already had a great operational template. All they had to do was get together as a group and do 
it themselves to get that same massive exit strategy as the DSOs.

As several members of the group went out to lunch, Dr. Cunningham shared the story of his dinner 
with Patrick. 

“These DSOs are selling our practices for literally billions of dollars,” he explained to the group. “Why 
should THEY get rich instead of us, by selling OUR practices that WE built? We were the ones who 
went to dental school! WE put in the blood, sweat, and tears to build these things the right way!”

“If we all work together, there is nothing stopping us from doing the exact same thing as them. We 
deserve this way more than they do.”

The table almost gave him a standing ovation. Even I was getting excited for them as I read the story. 

In the end, 16 dentists agreed to work together to combine their 28 dental practices. They all got on 
the same software systems and they all agreed to follow Dr. Cunningham’s simple plan.

Sure enough, those 28 practices, which combined for about $39 million in collections, ended up 
selling as a group for $110 million. A 12x return. All of those dentists were retiring in style just like 
Lisa and I always dreamed about.

It was an outlandish tale, but it didn’t seem impossible to me. If I got in a group like this, I would 
stand to gain millions, even with my EBITDA being less than I thought.

I closed the booklet and pulled out my calculator. My EBITDA was $192,000. If I had a 12x I would 
make $2.3 million!

By this point, my staff was starting to arrive. I had to keep a straight face. Here I was 3 weeks away 
from selling and I have cartoonish-level excitement to turn down the deal and go in a completely 
different direction.

I went about the rest of my day - but all I could think about was Dr. Cunningham’s story.
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F O U R

The Call That Changed Everything

I didn’t tell Lisa about what I read that morning. I came home and said I was tired from waking up so 
early. We had already put this behind us, and I didn’t want to get into it with her again.

But my mind was racing. All I knew was I needed to find out more. If there was even a chance of me 
selling my practice for that kind of money, I knew I owed it to both of us to investigate.

The next day, I opened the booklet and found the phone number listed. I had my voicemail script 
ready to go, and dialed the number.

I could hardly believe my ears when a person answered the phone, “This is Steve.” 

“Is this Dr. Cunningham?” I asked.

“Please, call me Steve,” came the reply.

As I told Steve the story of my career in dentistry, two things became very obvious to me: First he 
was an excellent listener. Second, he knew exactly what it was like to be in my situation. 

After I told him my full story - the rise, the decline, the prison I was in - he asked me a question I 
will never forget:

“If your two daughters were choosing a dentist, would you recommend they go to a corporate 
dental office?”

“Not a chance in hell!” I quickly replied.

“In 10-15 years, that might be their only option. What we’re doing is not only advantageous for 
you, it’s beneficial for the entire dental industry. If we don’t come together as dentists now, the 
whole industry is going to be corporate.

Take a look around. The only people buying practices are getting up there in age. The kids 
coming out of school just go straight to work for Corporate. They can’t afford to buy a practice 
with the amount of debt they have.

That $110 million deal we did two years ago was just the beginning. My mastermind group has a 
ton of dentists who are no different than you. Some of them made it through the last few years 
in better shape, but by and large everybody is a great dentist that just needs a better option to 
sell their practice.

We now have 100 practices lined up and ready to get started and our initial valuation is over 
$1 Billion. We’re building our own DSO. Everyone has equity. We’re all in it together. Instead of 
some corporation making all that money, we’re all going to get our share.

We’re going to be having a meeting next weekend in Vegas and you’re more than welcome to 
join us to see if this type of exit strategy would make sense for you.”

I didn’t know whether to be excited or nervous. $1 billion? I’d never heard that number in an actual 
business conversation. Is this guy serious? What is Lisa going to say?

“Steve, this sounds amazing, but I can’t just walk away from this deal with Atlantic. Lisa would kill me.”

“I get it, but I can tell you the deal you have with Atlantic is as run of the mill as it gets. You can 
always get that deal again. I don’t know Lisa very well, but from the sounds of it, she wants the 
best for both of you, right?
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My advice to you would be to bring her with you next weekend. Make her a part of this decision 
just as much as you are. Do your research and talk to people. Worst case scenario is you take a 
weekend trip to Vegas. Best case scenario is you save your retirement.”

I knew he was right. I was still nervous to bring it up with Lisa, but I also would never forgive myself 
if I didn’t. I had to convince her to come to Vegas with me.

Greg’s Experience 
Dr. Cunningham’s final words stuck with me. I still didn’t know whether or not this guy was full of 
hot air, but I knew I needed to do my own diligence. I needed to talk to others who had gone down 
this DSO path.

Before I talked to Lisa about it, I decided to call an old friend from dental school, Greg. He was in 
a town about 60 miles East and had 3 successful practices in surrounding areas. He and I shared 
similar paths, though he was a bit more entrepreneurial than me.

I knew he had recently sold to a DSO, but for some reason I never talked to him about it. When I told 
him about my offer, he gave me some stern warnings.

“You got an offer from Atlantic too, huh? Well for what it’s worth, I can tell you it was easily the 
worst decision I have ever made.”

I had no idea HIS offer was from Atlantic. “What’s the issue?”

“I had 3 practices, right? They were all doing pretty well, obviously my first one was 
outperforming the other two by quite a lot but all in they were combining for $3.5 million in 
collections annually. But since I had 3 practices, they told me they were willing to offer me a 
higher multiple of EBITDA. They told me it would be a 6x.

That would make my total offer value $3.62 million. At that point, it was going to be worth way 
more than if I sold them to solo docs, over $1 million more actually. I was weighing the pros 
and cons in my head: do I take the easy route and maintain my freedom for less money, or do 
I stick around and chase the cash? It was hard for me to turn down a $2 million check in hand. 
At least that’s what I thought I was getting.

This was all sounding too familiar...

“Their offer was based on my stated EBITDA from my accountant, and she valued it at $630,000 
for all 3 practices. When I signed the letter of intent, it kicked off a 90 day due diligence period 
where they turned my practice upside down. They interviewed my staff. Three of them quit. 
And they don’t give you your final sale number until the last second. Surprise! Your accountant 
was way off. They said my EBITDA was $565,000.”

“THE SAME THING HAPPENED TO ME!” I interjected.

“That meant almost $400K from the sale price was GONE!  Still, the final number was more 
than what I would make otherwise. I was wanting to put a bow in the career and this just 
seemed like the right thing to do. It’s not like I didn’t enjoy dentistry anymore, I just figured in 
5 years I would be getting up there in age, and I didn’t want to put myself in an uncomfortable 
position that late in the game. 

During the five year transition period, Atlantic was going to pay me 25% of my production to 
stick around. It was a little less than what I was making but at that point, the money was less of 
a concern for me personally than the exit strategy. Sandy and I made some good investments 
over the years and we were in good shape for retirement, thankfully.”
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Greg was always a one-upper in that regard… But I still didn’t understand how this could go south. 
“So you’re saying this is all a bad thing? You’re making this sound pretty good here.”

“I signed the deal and got a check for $2 million dollars and some change - 60% of the total. Of 
course, they didn’t absorb any of my debt, so that was another $700 grand off the top, and 
Uncle Sam took his 40% even before that. So I really only ended up with about $500,000 when 
all was said and done. Crazy how it just vanishes.

And then all the “gotchas” started pouring in one after another. Right away, they told me I 
couldn’t do my sleep appliances anymore. I thought, hold on - I’m doing 5-6 appliances a 
month! That’s a quarter million in collections, on my most profitable procedure no less, out 
the window.

Couple months later, they told me I had to use their labs for all my crowns. I’d been using 
the same lab for years. I knew all the tricks to get what I needed FAST. That disappeared. 
And I’m telling you this new lab was pathetic. I CONSTANTLY had to send back crowns that 
just weren’t up to par. This is before I even placed them. So now I had to call my patients to 
reschedule them because the lab sent me crowns that were obviously not going to fit. Open 
ops, production lost.

Then after that they started changing my supplies. I couldn’t use the temporary material I used 
for years for my temps. Too expensive. I couldn’t use the composite I had grown accustomed to 
for my fillings. Too expensive. I couldn’t use the burs I liked to prep my crowns. Too expensive. 
They even stuck me with the cheap rotary files for my root canals. They also made me re use 
them. There was one month where three patients had a file break mid root canal. Three times! 
It affected me so much I stopped doing endo, which was just another blow to production.

I always knew I would lose autonomy if I signed with Atlantic, but this was sounding ominous. The 
idea of not being able to choose my own lab, my own supplies, my own SERVICES even scared the 
heck out of me. 

“So it seems like they’re just lopping production right off the top here, no?”

“Exactly. My production dropped $500,000 among the three practices in year 1. Couldn’t do 
sleep apnea cases, I was having trouble with scheduling because of all the lab and supply issues. 
Then I started to get some bad reviews saying the work I was doing was failing! I hadn’t gotten 
a bad review in 4 years and now I get 3 of them in a year. Patients who were with me for years 
were leaving.

All of it just started to mount up and I’m sitting there just thinking, man… I have to do this for 
four more years. It was miserable.

On top of that, all the “extra money” I thought I was going to receive ended up being a wash. 
I was making about $100k less a year compared to what I thought I would make.  That’s when 
it hit me.  I sold to Corporate because their offer was around $500k more than I would have 
received had  I sold it to a dentist. Put it together with earning $500K less for my time and the 
whole thing was a wash from a financial perspective.  For me, it wasn’t worth it. If I had to do 
it all over again, I would rather sell it to a dentist. Even if I took less money I could have retired 
with my dignity intact.

I felt bad for Greg. I felt even more nervous for my future. But this gave me more ammunition to 
present to Lisa the idea of going to Vegas next weekend. 
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The Art of the Deal 
After work, I stopped by the local butcher to pick up a nice steak. I wanted to make sure Lisa was in 
a good mood.

“You seem like you’re in a good mood. Did something good happen with Atlantic?” she asked.

How does she always know when I have something to share? 

I ended up telling her the whole story. The EBITDA being less than I thought. The terms not being 
what we needed. The iPad likely being broken. The Dental Practice Jackpot story. The call with Steve. 
The call with Greg... and finally the trip to Vegas.

“Are you done, Dan?”

This wasn’t starting well.

“We have already had this discussion. I know you don’t want to do this deal with Atlantic because 
you’re giving up your baby, but your baby has been a thorn in our side for the last decade. And Dental 
Practice Jackpot? Are you kidding me?”

She was not having it, but I couldn’t let it go. “What if even half of what this guy says is true? Don’t 
we owe it to ourselves to at least hear what they have to say? We still have time here.”

“We have 3 weeks until closing! This conference is going to be a pitch fest. They’re probably corporate 
themselves!”

At this point, I was desperate. I’m somewhat ashamed to admit it, but the only thing I could do was 
outright beg her to take the trip with me.

“Listen baby, it’s a weekend trip to Vegas. Greg had a nightmare experience working with Atlantic. 
And I think you’re really going to like Steve! The bottom line is I’m not going to make a decision 
without your total blessing, and I’m going to go crazy if I don’t learn more. If we get there and it’s a 
pitch fest, we leave. Big deal. We’ll still have fun in Vegas. I’m begging you. Let’s just go and see what 
it’s all about. You and me.”

After a lot of back and forth, we came to an agreement: if Lisa was not convinced by the end of the 
weekend, we would go ahead with the Atlantic deal.

We booked our flights, hotel, and tickets to the Cher concert. That sounded brutal to me, but you 
give and you take.
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F I V E

Making Dentistry Great Again 

Lisa and I were off to Vegas. We had little idea what to expect. The course was on a Sunday, so we 
enjoyed ourselves on Friday and Saturday nights.

When we walked into the room they were holding the meeting, we realized we were not alone. As 
Steve said, there had to have been at least 100 other dentists in the room.

Lisa and I decided to chat with several other dentists during the breakfast they had before the 
meeting. Sure enough, many had been through a similar progression of events as we had.

Most of the dentists were just like me. Others had multiple locations with associates like Greg. It 
seemed everybody was all together in the same room facing the same grim reality that if we did not 
do something different, we were going to have to sell our practices to Corporate.

As we sat in the lecture room, Dr. Cunningham began to speak. Lisa’s eyes were growing as he was 
outlining the landscape of the market for dental practices. They grew even larger as he explained 
how we could achieve the same exit as the DSOs.

After he got off stage, one dentist after another got on stage to share the lessons they’ve learned 
from being burned by the Corporate world. Loss of autonomy. Clawbacks. Depression. Greg had it 
easy compared to some of these people.

Then some of the dentists who sold their practice in the $110 million deal spoke. 

I took a photo of the slides they showed:

John’s Practice Alex’s Practice Erica’s 3 Practices

Annual Collections: $1,240,000 Annual Collections: $714,000 Annual Collections: $2,850,000

Up front payment: 

$2,083,200
Up front payment: 

$999,600
Up front payment: 

$4,821,600

Annual Clinical Compensation 
per year: $348,000

Annual Clinical Compensation 
per year: $203,000

Annual Clinical Compensation 
per year: $315,000

Annual Ownership Dividends
per year: $90,000

Annual Ownership Dividends
per year: $51,000

Annual Ownership Dividends
per year: $204,100

The numbers were staggering. I fit right in line with John’s practice. If I got those numbers we would 
be beyond set. But then Erica said “here’s where it really gets interesting.”
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Not only would our initial payment for our practices be far above and beyond what we would get in 
selling to a DSO or another dentist, but we’d continue to make money on our practices long after 
we’ve left them - if we even wanted to leave them.

Erica started explaining the concept of a “Broken Wing” practice. Some of the members of the group 
were buying up smaller practices that the big DSOs had no interest in. But since the group is so good 
operationally, they can easily turn a $500,000 practice into a $1 million practice.

Those members would add that practice right back into the DSO and sell it again! They were doing 
exactly what corporate was doing, but making sure it’s dentists in control the whole time!

When they showed the numbers on the second liquidity event, my jaw hit the floor.

John’s Practice Alex’s Practice Erica’s 3 Practices

Second Liquidity Event:
 $2,300,000

Second Liquidity Event: 
$1,148,000

Second Liquidity Event: 
$5,184,500

TOTAL MADE OVER
5 YEARS:

$6,573,200

TOTAL MADE OVER
5 YEARS:

$2,605,600

TOTAL MADE OVER
5 YEARS:

 $12,601,600

Note: Alex stepped away from 
dentistry after one year

As Steve got on stage again at the end of the day, he started to explain exactly how this was possible.

“What we’re doing as a group is making sure dentists are in control of dentistry. In order to do 
that, we’re looking for more dentists to join our group. But we can’t just accept everybody. We need 
people who are committed to doing things together.

What we’re building is a network, a community. Together we will help each other grow our practices, 
unify our practices, and achieve an exit strategy that has always been saved for the corporate big 
shots.

Why sell to a DSO when you can BECOME the DSO? The only difference is we are creating our own 
version of DSO. To steal a line from the past four years, we are Making Dentistry Great Again.”

As Steve was talking, Lisa wrapped her arm around me and whispered into my ear:

“Dan, I’m sorry for blowing up last week. You were right. These people are really genuine, and 
this seems to me like a much better option than Atlantic. If you want to do this, you have my total 
support.”

I had chills. I was nervous, but excited. And I knew I had Lisa’s support again. On top of that, I knew 
I had the support of hundreds of other dentists. I was in control of my own destiny.
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Becoming the DSO 
I wouldn’t be writing this story if it did not have a happy ending. After spending the day listening to 
Dr. Cunningham and others, Lisa and I enrolled in their Mastermind Group.

When I got back to my office, I picked up the phone to let Atlantic know I was backing out of the 
deal. That was one of the most liberating experiences I have ever had.

I felt rejuvenated to be in my practice.

The next few years weren’t easy by any stretch. I had to work with attorneys, accountants, bankers, 
and software consultants. I didn’t know for sure what I was doing, but if I ever had questions, I could 
just ask the group.

I knew there would be big value in selling my practice, and I knew there would be gratification in 
putting together an exit strategy that trumped anything else I was able to do on my own.

What I was not expecting was the power of the group - and becoming close friends with many 
of them. Because of our group power, we were able to see huge savings on lab fees, supplies, and 
software costs, HR costs, insurance and much more.

The amount I saved here offset all the fees I had to pay the attorneys, accountants and other 
consultants to put my practice in our DSO.

And on top of that, we shared marketing strategies with one another that actually WORKED. My 
overhead reduced dramatically, and I was producing what I was producing in my heyday.

Two years later, when it was time to close on the deal, my EBITDA grew by $174,000. Not only did I 
get an 11x return, I got an 11x return on an EBITDA that almost DOUBLED to $372,000.

I sold 70% of my shares in the practice for $2.86 million - over three times what Atlantic’s entire 
offer was going to be. Dr. Cunningham even shared some tax strategies with our group that allowed 
us to literally cut our tax liability in half. 

That tax savings is now going right back into investing in our DSO which is still growing, as is my 
remaining 30% worth of equity.

Lisa and I were able to move to the beach just like we had always dreamed. I’m still a member of the 
group. They are my brothers and sisters now. And we’re all still invested in the DSO WE built. 

The crazy part of all of this is even as I write this from my beach house, I actually miss dentistry. I’m 
even considering buying a small practice led by an associate just so I can work once a week.

I wrote this story to let you know that if you are experiencing any of the things mentioned in this 
little parable, there is hope.

But you have to take action. Corporate is here and they are not stopping their practice acquisitions. 
They are taking dentists’ key retirement vehicle - their dental practice - and turning it into their 
own.

If you’re curious to learn more about a course just like Dr. Cunningham’s, I urge you to visit the 
website below and join us at the next Become the DSO event.

Visit BecomeTheDSO.com to register.
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