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The Number Every Dental 
Practice Should Know Luca Gentili

Dental Office Manager

Why the Break-Even Point Is More Than an Ac-
counting Metric

Most dental practices know how much they produce, 
many also know how much they collect, yet far fewer 
can say with precision how much they must collect 
every month simply to support the organization they 
have built. This difference is more important than it 
may initially appear, because a full schedule, high pro-
duction figures and intense clinical activity can create 
the impression that the practice is performing well, 
even when the financial results tell a very different 
story.

Activity, in fact, is not the same as profitability. A prac-
tice can be busy, deliver excellent dentistry and gener-
ate significant production while still failing to collect 
enough money to cover salaries, laboratory bills, rent, 
technology, supplies, financing and all the other costs 
required to keep the organization operating. For this 
reason, every dental practice should know one essen-
tial figure: its break-even point.

The Illusion of a Successful Month

Consider a practice that produces $150,000 in treat-
ment during a month. At first glance, the result ap-
pears positive: the schedule was full, the clinicians 
worked consistently and the team delivered a consid-
erable amount of care. Production, however, is not 
the same as money received. After contractual ad-
justments, discounts, delayed payments, unpaid bal-
ances and other reductions, the practice may collect 
only $110,000.

If the monthly break-even point is $120,000, what ap-
peared to be a successful month has actually created 
a financial shortfall. The problem is not necessarily 
the quality of the dentistry or the effort made by the 
team; the problem is that performance has been eval-
uated by looking at the wrong number.

Production represents the value assigned to the ser-
vices delivered, while collections represent the money 
that has actually entered the practice. Both figures 
are useful and should be monitored, but they answer 
different questions. Production tells leadership how 
much treatment has been performed; collections in-
dicate whether the organization has generated the 
financial resources necessary to sustain itself. When 
the distinction is ignored, a practice can appear pro-
ductive while gradually losing financial stability.

What the Break-Even Point Really Represents

The break-even point is the minimum amount that a 
practice must collect during a specific period in order 
to cover its financial obligations. Below that thresh-
old, the organization is losing ground; at that level, 
it is maintaining its existing structure; above it, the 
practice begins to create the resources required for 
profit, reserves, investments and future growth.

Although it is usually presented as an accounting con-
cept, the break-even point is much more useful when 
treated as an operational management tool. Once 
leadership understands the number, the conversation 
changes. Instead of asking only whether the month 
was busy, the owner and the manager can evaluate 
whether collections supported the cost of the organ-
ization, whether available chair time was used effec-
tively, whether cancellations had a meaningful financial 
impact and whether the current schedule is capable of 
supporting the existing staffing and cost structure.

The break-even point can also improve decisions con-
cerning recruitment, technology and expansion. Be-
fore hiring another employee, purchasing a new piece 
of equipment or increasing opening hours, leadership 
should understand how that decision will affect the 
amount the practice must collect in the future. In this 
sense, the real value of the break-even point does 
not lie only in the number itself, but in the quality of 
the decisions that can be made once the number is 
known.

From the P&L to Decisions

Many owners and managers receive a Profit and Loss 
statement every month, review revenue, payroll, lab-
oratory costs and supplies, notice that one catego-
ry has increased or that the final result is lower than 
expected, and then return to daily activity without 
making any concrete change. That is financial obser-
vation, not financial management.

A P&L statement should not simply describe what 
has already happened; it should help determine 
what needs to happen next. Each significant number 
should generate a question: why did this expense in-
crease, was the change temporary or structural, can 
the current revenue model support it and what action 
should be taken? Timing is equally important, because 
a report reviewed several months later may explain 
the past but arrives too late to influence the present.
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Break-Even Is a Moving Target

The break-even point cannot be calculated once 
and considered permanent; it changes whenever 
the structure of the practice changes. Hiring a team 
member increases payroll, purchasing technology 
may introduce financing, maintenance, software and 
training expenses, while salary increases, higher lab-
oratory fees, new locations and expanded hours can 
all raise the level of collections required to remain 
sustainable.

Even positive growth can increase financial exposure. 
A larger team or a more advanced facility may cre-
ate new opportunities, but also new obligations. A 
growing practice is not automatically a more profit-
able one: if costs expand faster than collections, the 
organization may appear stronger from the outside 
while becoming more vulnerable internally.

For that reason, the break-even point should be recal-
culated whenever investments or structural changes 
are introduced. Every major decision should include 
one financial question: how will this change affect the 
amount the practice must collect each month?

Translating the Number into Daily Management

A monthly break-even point becomes useful when 
connected to everyday operations. Leadership 
should relate it to working days, available chair hours, 
clinician capacity, scheduled production, collection 
ratios, case acceptance, cancellations and payment 
timing.

This does not mean reducing dentistry to financial 
targets or turning each morning huddle into a discus-
sion about money. Clinical judgment must remain in-
dependent, and financial objectives should never cre-
ate pressure to recommend unnecessary treatment. 
The aim is to understand whether the schedule can 
support the structure that depends on it.

When a major appointment is cancelled, the conse-
quence is not simply an empty space in the agenda. It 
may represent a measurable difference between the 
planned result of the day and the result the practice 
is now likely to achieve. If the team recognises the is-
sue early, it can contact patients who are waiting or 
reorganise the schedule; if no one understands the 
impact, the problem may remain invisible until the 
end of the month.

The Role of the Team and the Manager

Not every team member needs access to the complete 
P&L or confidential financial details. Total secrecy, how-
ever, creates another problem: teams are often asked 
to reduce cancellations, collect outstanding balances 
or manage supplies more carefully without enough 
context to understand why these actions matter.

Team members should understand that cancellations 
affect capacity, unused clinical time cannot be recov-
ered, delayed collections create cash-flow pressure 
and unnecessary waste increases the amount the 
practice must generate elsewhere. The purpose is not 
to make employees responsible for ownership’s fi-
nancial risk, but to help each person understand how 
their role contributes to the stability of the system.

The Dental Office Manager is central to this process 
because the role connects financial information with 
the daily life of the practice. The accountant prepares 
the reports; the manager sees how those numbers 
are created through scheduling, staffing, patient 
communication, case acceptance, collections and op-
erational choices. Financial reports cannot improve 
performance on their own: someone must translate 
them into practical actions and connect financial 
consequences with operational decisions.

Final Insight

After more than fifteen years working inside real den-
tal organizations, I have learned that financial instabil-
ity rarely begins with one dramatic event. More often, 
it develops gradually through reports that are availa-
ble but not fully understood, costs that increase with-
out changing the targets, schedules that appear full 
without producing sufficient collections and financial 
conversations that take place only after the problem 
has become visible.

A dental practice can survive an occasional difficult 
month; what it cannot do sustainably is continue op-
erating without knowing what a successful month 
must actually produce. The break-even point is not 
simply an accounting figure, but the line that sepa-
rates activity from sustainability and intuition from 
informed management.

If you do not know the number that keeps your doors 
open, you are not managing profitability; you are hop-
ing for it.
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