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“Study the lives of successful people and you’ll discover 
this: all the excuses made by the mediocre fellow could 

be but aren’t made by the successful person.” 
– David J. Schwartz

When was the last time you took a good look at your team of employees? 
Have you thought about your turnover rate and what that could mean 
for your practice? According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the 
median number of years that someone has been with their current 
employer is only 4.2 years. That’s not a long time, which leads me to the 
next question, which is - why is that? Why are people staying with their 
employer for around 4 years before feeling that it’s time to move on to 
what they probably feel are greener pastures?
 
Most orthodontists don’t give much thought to their team or at least as 
much thought as they should. They hire some people who seem good 
from their resumes and from the interview, and then things are put on 
autopilot for a while. Well, a lot happens during the time that it’s all 
on autopilot. What I’ve found through consulting with orthodontists 
around the world is that they often lose their best employees within 
a couple of years. And as luck would have it, they tend to retain some 
of the not-so-great employees. That’s probably because those people, 
well, they lack the initiative and drive to seek something else. Good for 
them that they still have a job, but not good for your office if you have 
an employee who doesn’t love being there and is only sticking around 
because they don’t have the initiative to seek another position.

Most orthodontists don’t know exactly what it is that makes people on 
their team stay or go. Some will throw more money toward the person 
they want to keep, assuming it’s all about a paycheck. But that’s not 
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what the research shows, and the more you know about what motivates 
your employees, the more successful your practice can become. You can 
use that information, like one more tool in your toolbox, to help retain 
your best employees and help motivate them to give their all when 
they’re on the job.

More than Money

Think about it. If you did your job and hired talented employees, they 
could almost certainly leave your office and go work somewhere else 
tomorrow. So, why do they come to work for you? Is it for a paycheck, 
as so many orthodontists believe? Is it for the retirement plan and 
health insurance? If you think your employees show up in your parking 
lot each Monday morning and walk through your doors because of the 
tangible benefits alone, you are not only fooling yourself, but you’re also 
in opposition to the research.

Dr. Barry Schwartz and his team of researchers interviewed over 30,000 
employees at successful organizations and asked them when they felt 
like they were contributing the most to their job and when they were the
happiest. It was never associated with a financial incentive, pay raise or 
any other monetary measurement. Employees felt the most rewarded, 
valued and happiest in their work when they were attached to a higher 
sense of purpose, had the ability to master something new, and were 
given more autonomy in how they produced results.

If you and your team haven’t had a conversation about the higher sense 
of purpose you bring into your marketplace and into the universe, now 
is the time to do so. As an orthodontist, I understand how much you 
help patients with poor occlusion, breathing and airway problems, jaw 
joint pain, teasing or embarrassment about their smiles, etc. But I 
think there is a higher sense of purpose in helping more people achieve 
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healthy, confident smiles so they can live their best life and show up to 
their first date or first job interview with confidence.

That is one of the things I absolutely love about working with Smiles 
Change Lives. Yes, my office helps many people throughout the week. 
But they are typically people who have the means to afford that life-
changing treatment. It’s when we help the Smiles Change Lives 
patients that we are truly doing something that is bigger than ourselves. 
We are engaging in a true sense of higher purpose, and we are engaged 
in supporting those in need on a meaningful level.

The treatment we provide to a Smiles Change Lives patient is truly life 
changing, and it’s something that they most likely would not have been 
able to get without our assistance. I have gone into detail explaining 
how being a part of this great program benefits our office, and it 
absolutely does. It’s been a cornerstone to helping to create a highly 
successful practice. But it doesn’t stop there because the real reward 
is the personal feelings we get in response to every patient we provide 
treatment to. When we see the difference in that person’s life that we 
have made, it in turn makes a difference in our lives. 

A Problem We Face

When I say that helping a Smiles Change Lives patient is life changing 
for that person, I truly mean it. If you are familiar with the bullying 
problem that is being experienced around the country, you can see the 
connection. The more we can do to help alleviate the bullying problem, 
the better off we will be. Young people are being bullied at alarming 
rates, and it’s something that we can all help to end.

The facts surrounding bullying are nothing short of disheartening. During 
the very years that these young people should be having fun and really 
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enjoying life, they are so often being made to feel miserable by their 
bullying peers.

When that happens, it often goes on to have detrimental consequences 
that can last a lifetime. Those younger years, when a child is absorbing 
everything around them, are crucial to their development and even who 
they will become as an adult.

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 
when it comes to bullying in America:

• One out of every three students report that they have been 
  bullied at school, and there are others who say they have experienced 
  cyberbullying (being bullied in an electronic format, such as online).
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• The most prevalent years for bullying take place during middle school. 
  The most common types of bullying that people experience during  
 this time are verbal and social bullying.

• They report that bullying remains a prevalent and serious problem in 
  today’s schools in America.

• One of the biggest risk factors for being bullied is young people who are 
  perceived to be different from their peers. 

Who is it that is most likely to be bullied? Although bullying probably 
wasn’t as common when you were going to school as it is today, think 
about who it was who got teased back then. If you are like most of us, 
you probably saw the student with the malocclusion who commonly got 
teased. Those kids were easy targets for those who were looking for 
someone to tease. They stood out, they looked a bit different, and the 
bullies found it easy to get others in the classroom or on the playground 
to go ahead and join in or laugh about their teeth.

The effects of bullying cannot be overstated. They can help to shape 
these young people, change them, and help determine who they will be 
as adults. A child who is being bullied is less likely to want to engage in 
school functions, will be less outgoing, will shy away from interacting 
with people, and may become withdrawn and depressed. The CDC 
reports that kids who are bullied experience negative physical, social, 
and mental health issues.

Being bullied has also been linked to having negative effects on their 
mental health, substance abuse, and suicide. Kids who are bullied tend to 
experience more depression, anxiety, sadness, loneliness, health problems 
and complaints, and they tend to have decreased academic achievement. 
Victims of bullying, the research shows, are more likely to skip, miss, and 
drop out of school, as well as have a lower grade point average.
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As if that information isn’t enough to persuade you to want to change the 
world, one mouth at a time, through the Smiles Change Lives program, 
consider these research study findings:

• In the July 2017 issue of the Journal of Pediatric Dentistry,  
 researchers shared their findings from a study that looked at  
 suspected cases of abuse and neglect that had been submitted by 
  health providers (including dentists). The information has been 
  collected across all 50 states. They reported that “oral health 
  issues can be associated with bullying and are commonly seen in 
  human trafficking victims.”

• In the December 2016 issue of the Journal of the Irish Dental 
  Association, they reported that “orthodontic treatment can have a 
  positive impact on the psychosocial well-being of patients who are 
  bullied about dentofacial features.” They shared information about 
 a student who was being badly bullied. They provided early treatment 
 to correct the problem, with the treatment including orthodontic 
  alignment of the arches, early orthognathic bimaxillary surgery and 
  post-surgical orthodontics to detail the occlusion. The outcome? They 
  report that there was a dramatic improvement in the patient’s self- 
  esteem.

• In the January 2014 issue of the European Journal of Dentistry, the 
  researchers report that oral aesthetics can severely affect a child’s 
  quality of life and can cause physical, social, and psychological 
  impairment. They also report that children with aesthetic-related 
  issues are targets for bullies. They advised that providing an adequate 
  aesthetic dental treatment is an important step in their rehabilitation
 when it is the source of the child being bullied. They report that after 
  the dental treatments, there was a significant improvement in self- 
 esteem, self-confidence, socialization, and academic performance.
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If you and your team
haven’t had a 
conversation about
the higher sense of 
purpose you bring into 
your marketplace and 
into the universe, now
is the time to do so.
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• While most of us would love to believe that the impact of bullying is 
  done once kids finish high school, that’s just not the case. In the  
 January 2019 issue of the Journal of American College Health, the  
 authors reported that time and support does not heal all 
  bullying wounds. They found that mental health correlates to 
  past bullying in college students.  They evaluated if being bullied in
  middle and high school was associated with being depressed, 
  anxious, and having post-traumatic stress disorder in college. They 
 concluded that bullying in middle and high school was associated 
  with more problems during college, and that the college students 
  who had been bullied needed counseling in order to reduce the 
  symptoms.

This is just a sampling of the peer-reviewed research that is out there 
on the impact that bullying has on our youth. Unfortunately, there’s 
a lot more where these came from. The research on the impact of 
bullying goes on and on. And it’s not pretty. Study after study lays out 
the dangerous problem that we have in this nation, not just in terms of 
the bullying taking place to begin with, but in the long-term and lasting 
effects that it has. 

Bullying is no joke. It’s something that can destroy lives. The good news 
is that as an orthodontist, you are in the position to help end it. You can 
help improve lives for the better. It’s not just while kids are in middle 
and high school, but the treatment you provide to a child in the Smiles 
Change Lives program will have a long-term impact. I can’t reiterate 
enough how the treatment you provide through this program is truly life 
changing.

Imagine you get a patient who is referred to you through the Smiles 
Change Lives program. This patient has a noticeable misalignment. It’s 
one that is holding them back; it’s keeping this child from participating 
more in school. It makes the child not want to try out for the school 
play. It makes the child too embarrassed to give their report on world 
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history in front of the classroom so he or she skips doing the assignment 
and doesn’t show up to school on the day they are supposed to give 
the report. By high school, the child can barely look people in the eye, 
because he or she has become used to being teased. They have spent so 
much time being the butt end of people’s jokes and bullying that they no 
longer have the desire to engage with peers. They stick to themselves, 
shy away from others, and feel they are not worthy of having friends, 
being a part of the team, or going out on dates.

By this time, the student’s self-esteem has sunk so low that there could 
be severe consequences that come as a result. Perhaps they become 
depressed, turn to suicide, or they decide to numb the pain and shut the
bullying voices up by taking drugs or drinking alcohol. Who knows where 
this student will be once he graduates, if he or she graduates, and what 
impact it will have going into the adult years. These are very important 
years, when self-esteem is desperately needed in order to apply for and 
maintain a job, ask people out on dates, assert yourself and find your 
place in this world.
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You can imagine how life is going to go for most of those students who 
were bullied due to their teeth, especially if they were never fixed. You 
and I both know that it takes money to fix teeth. Yet the impact of 
having them fixed is tremendous. Not everyone can afford it, so some 
people will have no choice but to go through their middle and high school 
years with the problem, absorbing the bullying, and all that it entails. They 
have no other choice at that point. We can all close our eyes to the fact 
that this is happening, or we can use our skills to try and do something 
about it. For my practice, I choose the latter, and it has made all the 
difference.

As an orthodontist, you have an amazing ability that can help people in a 
profound way. It’s such an important contribution that we tend to take 
for granted as we go about providing treatment day in and day out.

But make no mistake, the work we are doing is helping to make for a 
better world, because it helps to create happier, better-adjusted people. 
Everyone we help goes out into the world a better version of themselves, 
and I’m not just talking esthetically. They are better mentally, too, and 
people who are better mentally will be better-adjusted citizens who 
help to create a better world.

Practice with a Purpose

Research published in the March 2018 journal, Frontiers in Psychology, 
looked at the idea of meaningful work. They explain that humans are 
hardwired to seek meaning, and that when there is a lack of meaning, it
is associated with such things as depression, mortality, and even 
suicidal ideation. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that if you don’t 
help patients through Smiles Change Lives that your staff will not have 
meaning and will go on to become suicidal or depressed. That’s not at 
all what I’m saying. But I do think it’s important for you to know how 
important meaningful work is, and that you absolutely do have the 
ability to help give your employees the gift of purpose through their 
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work. Perhaps they don’t even realize that sense of purpose is missing 
at this point, but there will come a day when they do. Whether they do 
or not, you can interject their life with a sense of purpose and give more 
meaning to their work.

The researchers in the article share that finding meaning is about 
connecting. They report that “meanings are the expected relationships 
and associations that human beings see in their world. In this sense 
meanings are constructed; they are something we impose upon the 
world.” Many people are looking for fulfillment within their jobs; and 
they are longing for a way to make a connection. Further, they report 
that meaningfulness is what guides, directs, and gives value to what it 
is that we are doing.

One of the areas the researchers in this study delve into is that of people 
having a broader purpose, which is the idea that the work they are doing 
must contribute to a “greater good.” It’s about the idea that workers 
are being a part of something bigger and greater than themselves. It’s 
about making a valuable contribution to society. The researchers back 
up what I’ve said many times over, which is that people don’t find their 
salary to be what makes work purposeful. Rather, they report that 
people find meaningful work when they participate in a larger system of 
shared values, rather than just their own personal interests.

I’m going to go out on a limb here and say that you have probably 
never considered your employees having a sense of higher purpose or 
a connection to the greater good. I say this because that’s the norm. 
I have worked in consulting enough orthodontists around the world to 
know that it’s something that is almost never thought of. Rather, their 
time is spent focusing on the daily tasks of the position and keeping the 
office running. But it’s so much more valuable than that.

You want your practice to work like a well-oiled machine. You want your 
office to grow and become more successful than you could ever imagine. 
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But, what if I told you that you have been looking at the wrong areas 
to focus on to help make that happen? Would you believe me and take 
my word for it? Would you give it shot to see if I was on to something? 
After all, you literally have nothing to lose but a little bit of your office’s 
time, considering Smiles Change Lives provides the necessary hardware 
for providing treatment to patients.

Some people would say that I’m the biggest cheerleader for the Smiles 
Change Lives program. And maybe they are right. I don’t know how loud 
others are cheering. But what I do know is that it is a program that, as 
its name says, changes lives. 

Once you take the leap and decide to start working with the Smiles 
Change Lives program, you then need to have a meeting with your 
staff. Get them excited about what they are contributing towards and 
help them see the important work that they will be a part of, and the 
amazing difference in young people’s lives they will be helping to create. 
Then, put it all into action and watch the magic happen.




