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A guide to getting new patients 
and referrals
ABSTRACT
Every dental practice requires new patients and referrals to remain viable. Meth-

ods of gaining new patients and referrals include accepting dental insurance, 

internal practice marketing, and external marketing campaigns. The decision to 

accept insurance requires knowledge of types of insurance and contract evalu-

ation. Internal marketing consists of satisfaction surveys, reward systems, and 

consistent communication. External strategies include advertising, accepting 

insurance, and social media presence. Technological advances, including auto-

mated patient recall systems, should be considered. 

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVES
At the conclusion of this educational activity, participants will be able to:

1. Identify different types of dental practice marketing.

2. Evaluate which types of marketing will work for each individual practice. 

3. Tailor and implement a marketing strategy and evaluate its effectiveness.
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INTRODUCTION
It goes without saying that patients are the 

lifeblood of any dental practice. While grad-

uating from dental school and receiving a 

license to practice is the mandatory start, 

running a dental practice is often a messy, 

hands-on learning experience. Attracting 

and retaining new patients and winning 

patient referrals are sometimes more chal-

lenging tasks than finding that pesky MB2 

root. Most dental schools address this chal-

lenge in their curriculum but not compre-

hensively enough to give the average student 

a comfortable start in private practice. After 

a few decades of experience running a pri-

vate practice, it becomes clear which meth-

ods work best for each individual practice 

and dentist. Since every practice is differ-

ent, and every dentist’s goals are different, 

it is essential to tailor approaches accord-

ing to individual situations. What works in 

some areas might not work as well in oth-

ers. After completion of this article, readers 

should be able to identify which methods 

will work best for them, and which will not. 

Some methods that will be examined include 

accepting insurance, internal marketing, 

external marketing, and the use of technol-

ogy. Each method has its benefits and draw-

backs, and a combination of methods may 

be what works best for the practice. 

DENTAL INSURANCE
Fee-for-service: Dental insurance comes 

in many forms and policies. The traditional 

insurance policy often offers the highest 

degree of compensation for services and is 

also known as fee-for-service. The insurance 

company requests a copy of the office’s fee 

schedule prior to affecting the policy, and a 

claim is submitted after the service is ren-

dered. Often, there is an annual maximum 

coverage, and the patient may be billed for 

any uncovered services. While these poli-

cies are best for the provider, the availability 

of these policies to patients is dwindling as 

corporations seek to cut operating costs and 

maximize profits. It makes sense for most 

practices to accept most traditional dental 

insurance policies.

PPO: The next level of coverage is par-

ticipation in a Preferred Provider Organiza-

tion (PPO). This type of policy consists of a 

predetermined fee schedule that the dentist 

must agree to in order to become a provider. 

These fees are often deeply discounted and 

may fall to just 50%–65% of the full fee. Each 

PPO contract will likely contain a clause for-

bidding the dentist to bill the difference to 

the patient. Some even contain a clause pro-

hibiting the dentist from performing services 

that are not covered under the policy, so each 

contract should be carefully evaluated before 

agreement. Most basic services are covered; 

however, many procedures require preap-

proval from the insurance company prior 

to completion. Many companies have begun 

offering PPO policies in lieu of traditional 

insurance policies, and their prevalence has 

increased greatly. 

DMO: Another form of dental insurance 

that patients can purchase is the Dental 

Maintenance Organization (DMO). This 

policy pays the provider a monthly fee for 

each patient who lists that provider as his 

or her dentist. The fee varies by location 

and is often in the $8–$15 range. The more 

patients on the roster, the more the dentist 

collects each month. While there is often an 

additional co-pay for services rendered, it is 

often very low and rarely covers overhead 

expenses. DMOs are now the most com-

monly carried type of dental insurance by 

patients and have the lowest monthly cost 

to the patient. 

Accepting insurance will likely mean 

accepting a lower fee for services. This may 

seem counterproductive, but there are ben-

efits that can translate into a healthy practice 

over time. Most patients who carry den-

tal insurance through their employers are 

highly reluctant to go to dentists who are 

not in their network. By accepting insur-

ance, an office will be placed on the list of 

participating providers that is given to each 

patient. If a dentist is new to the list, he or 

she will often be designated as a practice 

that is accepting new patients. This gives 

the dentist an important opportunity to get 

patients through the door and in the chair.

It may be financially and emotionally dif-

ficult to accept lowering fees, but the criti-

cal first step is getting patients through the 

doors. Remember, most patients have friends 

and families, and those friends and families 

may have better policies or no insurance at 

all. The goal is to get these patients to refer 

their families and friends. This won’t happen 

until they have experienced and appreciated 

the practice’s services. Accepting insurance 

once doesn’t mean the dentist must accept it 

forever. Once the dentist has met the obliga-

tions of the contract, the dentist is free not to 

renew the contract. Patients who are happy 

with their current providers will be reluc-

tant to change offices. Many of them will 

inquire about alternative polices offered by 

their employers, and many of them will elect 

to pay out of pocket for services. Accepting 

insurance is undoubtedly the easiest way to 

attract new patients to the practice. It can 

be a great tool in building up a patient base 

that will become a source of referrals as the 

practice grows.

INTERNAL MARKETING
Once patients walk through the door and 

into the chair, influencing their decision 

to refer friends and family is the next goal. 

In patients’ minds, there are several factors 

that will contribute to this decision. Inter-

nal patient marketing is critical in swaying 

their decision to refer. Internal marketing 

does not mean badgering patients until they 

send a referral or pay for a new service. Inter-

nal marketing can be a subtle, suggestive 

approach that doesn’t feel like a sales cam-

paign to patients.

Patient surveys: Before beginning an 

internal marketing campaign, it is highly 

beneficial to learn which areas of the practice 

are already great and which need improve-

ment. Patient feedback is a critical source of 

information. Feedback is usually more gen-

uine if it is given anonymously. Patient sur-

veys are an easy way to gain insight into the 

practice’s strengths and weaknesses. They 

can be handed to patients at the end of the 

appointment with a self-addressed stamped 

envelope or can be requested electronically 

through text or email. Questions on the sur-

vey should reflect the areas of the practice 

that tend to generate the greatest number 

of referrals. Critical questions include opin-

ions on office cleanliness, staff friendliness, 

perceived value of service, and, of course, 

likeliness to refer a friend or family member. 

Written feedback should also be encouraged 

although it is not required. Critical com-

ments from patients should be expected 

and treated with gratitude. As the saying 

goes, a satisfied patient may tell one or two 
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people, but an unsatisfied patient will tell 

anyone who will listen. Once the practice 

is consistently receiving positive feedback, 

an internal marketing campaign should be 

considered and implemented.

Internal marketing campaigns focus on 

marketing techniques to existing patients. 

They can consist of thank-you gifts for each 

referral, recall reminder phone calls or text 

messages, or free services provided by the 

dentist. An overbearing internal marketing 

campaign can be counterproductive to gain-

ing referrals. After all, patients want to feel 

like they are cared-for members of the prac-

tice and not a source of referrals and services. 

Once they identify a dentist as their dentist, 

they are already very likely to stay with that 

dentist for the duration of his or her career.

Ask for referrals: Asking for referrals is 

an important and often-overlooked source 

of gaining new patients. Asking for referrals 

is not the same as demanding referrals. The 

best time to ask for a referral is right after 

a patient makes a positive comment about 

the practice or services. It should be conver-

sational in nature and not sound forced or 

scripted. For example, the dentist just placed 

four denture-stabilizing mini-implants in a 

patient with an edentulous mandible. The 

patient can now function with greater com-

fort and is highly satisfied. This would be 

the perfect time to inquire if the patient 

knows anyone else who is frustrated with a 

lower complete denture. Chances are they 

do know someone. If they say yes, hand them 

a business card and ask them to pass the 

card to that person. Or perhaps the dentist 

just gave a painless injection to the patient. 

The patient praises the dentist’s technique. 

The dentist should respond with a pledge to 

always make each procedure as painless as 

possible. The message to the patient is that 

their dentist values their comfort. If that 

patient is in a conversation with a friend 

or family member who is complaining of a 

painful dental procedure, that pledge may 

compel a referral to the practice. Asking for a 

referral does not have to be a direct request. 

Giving patients the perception that the den-

tal team is committed to quality and com-

fort to all patients will suffice. 

If a patient follows through and gives a 

referral, a small token of appreciation is often 

welcomed by the patient. This should be an 

unadvertised gesture. The dentist is not try-

ing to purchase referrals and does not want 

to give the impression that the practice is 

trying to recruit practice representatives. 

A referral is far more valuable if it is given 

by a friend or family member. A surprise gift 

card to a local coffee house sent to the refer-

ring patient will elicit more gratitude than 

an expected reward.

Freebies: Free services are a highly effec-

tive method of internal marketing that can 

bring a considerable return on investment. 

If a patient comes in with a very minor prob-

lem, such as a small chip in a lower inci-

sor or a subgingival popcorn hull, consider 

smoothing that chip or removing that hull 

for no charge. In general, the patient will 

be highly appreciative of the gesture, gain 

respect for the dentist’s ethics, and refer fam-

ily and friends. The cost of writing off a minor 

visit is a small investment compared to the 

trust gained by the patient. Trust is one of 

the most important factors that influences 

a patient’s decision to refer friends or fam-

ily members to a practice.1

Office cleanliness: While office cleanli-

ness may not be an obvious method of inter-

nal practice marketing, studies show that 

cleanliness ranks high on patients’ impres-

sions of a practice. Patients tend to associ-

ate cleanliness with sterility and feel more 

comfortable in a clean and orderly environ-

ment.2 Delegate a team member as the clean-

liness inspector to evaluate the restrooms 

and reception area throughout the day. It 

is recommended to have the office cleaned 

weekly by a professional cleaning company. 

Magazine subscriptions in the reception area 

can end up cluttering the office and giving 

patients a poor impression of the practice. 

Instead, consider offering free Wi-Fi and give 

patients the password.

Unexpected services: A service pro-

vided at no charge is a highly memorable 

gesture that can help differentiate a practice 

in an area saturated with dental providers. 

Differentiating a practice in a unique way 

will help generate referrals from patients 

who are pleasantly surprised by the practice’s 

creativity. Whether it is a virtual reality head-

set in the reception area, a cardboard selfie 

cutout of a favorite celebrity, or a massaging 

chair, an unexpected touch will make the 

visit to that particular practice a memorable 

experience for the patient. This may be the 

deciding factor in the patient’s decision to 

tell others about the practice.

High-tech communication: In today’s 

world of social media and instant commu-

nication, staying in touch with patients is 

critical for maintaining a relationship that 

will lead to additional patient referrals. Del-

egating this task to the office team is neither 

efficient nor cost-effective. There are many 

companies that offer this service for a nomi-

nal fee. These companies use text messaging 

and social media to remind patients of their 

appointments, automatically remind them 

of approaching recalls, request patient feed-

back after visits, and even send them birth-

day cards. These services save hours of front 

desk time, and studies show a correlation 

between reminders and kept appointments. 

Since feedback from patients is requested 

promptly after appointments, this valuable 

information will help dentists understand 

the areas in their practices that could be 

improved and decrease investment in areas 

where they are already succeeding. This ser-

vice will demonstrate mastery of technol-

ogy to patients, which is a critical factor 

in the decision to recommend the practice 

to others.

EXTERNAL MARKETING
External marketing of the practice consists 

of advertising via the internet, print media, 

and television or radio commercials. The 

effectiveness of commercial advertising is 

highly dependent on the exposure and view-

ership of the advertisement. Depending on 

the choice of media, commercial advertising 

can become an expensive proposition. It is 

highly recommended to gain an understand-

ing of return on investment before undergo-

ing an advertising campaign. Studies on the 

effectiveness of advertising show a direct 

correlation between exposure and response. 

Advertising works if the dentist is willing 

to commit to a long-term, highly repetitive 

campaign.3 Advertising professionals are 

readily available to design an effective mar-

keting campaign. With the advent of the 

internet and social media, a strong internet 

marketing campaign can give access to tar-

geted advertisement placement without the 

high cost of radio or television. Many social 

media advertising outlets feature easy-to-use 
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tools that require minimal training to imple-

ment. Facebook advertising allows dentists 

to decide which locality and demographic 

sees their advertisement. This feature spares 

the expense of blanket marketing and tailors 

ads to those most likely to respond. Every 

practice should have a social media presence 

that is active and engaging. Along with easy 

access to communication with the patient 

base, it gives patients the impression that 

they are part of the practice’s inner group. 

Studies show that millennials respond to the 

personal attention provided by social media.4 

Reviews: The influence of social media 

and internet reviews should not be under-

estimated. As part of an external market-

ing campaign, online reviews should be 

checked frequently. Most dentists will get 

an occasional negative review. While it is 

tempting to confront a negative reviewer, 

HIPAA regulations limit the ability to coun-

ter negative reviews. It is wise to confirm the 

validity of the reviewer as there are many 

nefarious actors on the internet who post 

negative reviews for unethical reasons. If a 

negative fake review is found, contact the 

hosting website immediately and request 

removal. Be sure to balance any negative 

online reviews with overwhelmingly posi-

tive ones. It is acceptable to request a posi-

tive review from a highly satisfied patient. A 

negative review, while unsettling, can actu-

ally work in the dentist’s favor. If potential 

patients see only positive five-star ratings 

on a practice, they will likely get the impres-

sion that the reviews are compromised. A 

negative review will give validity to all of the 

positive reviews.

Advertising low-cost services: Exam-

ples of practices advertising low-cost services 

are plentiful. Ads that contain discounts will 

often get the most responses from those 

seeking a single, low-priced visit or service 

and nothing more. It is often difficult to 

explain to patients who need comprehen-

sive periodontal therapy why the $99 special 

is insufficient. Advertise aspects of the prac-

tice that reflect the type of relationship the 

practice hopes to develop with patients. A 

well-run practice that is thorough, efficient, 

and technologically advanced may be more 

appealing to patients who have the high-

est dental IQ.

Mailings: Another form of external 

marketing that should be considered is 

mailed advertisements. While the major-

ity of these ads will end up in the trash, a 

carefully targeted mailing campaign may 

be an effective tool to recruit patients. Mail-

ing lists for specific areas can be purchased 

from online sources or packaged with an ad 

by an advertising company. If a practice is 

located in an area of rapid growth or migra-

tion, targeting new arrivals to the area will 

provide optimal results. These advertise-

ments are often in the form of welcoming 

the person to the area, an introduction to 

the practice, and an incentive to appoint. If 

the practice has received positive reviews 

on the internet, be sure to mention this in 

the introduction. Positive internet reviews 

are a strong influencing factor in a patient’s 

choice of practice.  

Evening hours: As dental profession-

als continue to grow in numbers, attracting 

new patients becomes more and more com-

petitive. Established dental practices with 

limited available appointments may find it 

difficult to accommodate dental emergen-

cies. This can provide less established offices 

with an opportunity to quickly gain patients 

in their hour of need. Studies show dental 

emergencies often occur in the evening as 

cortisol levels decrease. Offering evening 

hours may provide an excellent source of 

new patients for the practice. Although it 

may involve sacrificing time with family, 

evening hours can be limited to a few days 

per week. If an office decides providing eve-

ning hours is beneficial, they should inform 

local dentists of their availability. Established 

practices in the area might be happy to have 

a source of care for after-hour emergencies. 

They may even be willing to provide contact 

information to their patient base.

CONCLUSION
After careful analysis of the practice and its 

capacity for growth, implementing a strong 

patient referral system will bring exponential 

growth. The internal marketing strategies 

outlined in this article are easily imple-

mented with minimal cost. Depending on 

individual circumstances, trial and error 

may be required to understand which ones 

work most favorably. External marketing 

campaigns require a greater financial invest-

ment and should be well outlined before 

implementation. Technology will aid both 

internal and external campaigns by reduc-

ing costs, minimizing effort, and maximiz-

ing exposure. A combination of methods will 

often produce the greatest results. As the 

patient base grows, the practice will likely 

receive more referrals in conjunction with 

that growth. Deciding when to begin or end 

a campaign is based on capacity to treat new 

patients. If these methods are implemented 

successfully, dentists can get back to doing 

what they do best—delivering expert care 

to patients. 
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1. Methods used to gain new patients 

include:

A. Internal marketing

B. External marketing

C. Technological advances

D. All of the above

2. Types of dental insurance include:

A. PPO

B. DMO

C. Traditional insurance

D. All of the above

3. Dental Maintenance Organizations:

A. Pay a fee for every service

B. Pay a monthly patient listing fee

C. Pay 100% of the dentist’s fee schedule

D. Are no longer available

4. Accepting dental insurance:

A. Is required by law

B. Is the only way to get patients

C. Puts your practice name on a list of current 

providers

D. Requires a lifelong commitment

5. Internal marketing:

A. Should be constant and relentless

B. Is the most expensive form of marketing

C. Should be attempted as a last resort

D. Should be subtle and suggestive

6. Patient satisfaction surveys should:

A. Be ignored

B. Be given to every patient

C. Be used to determine areas that need 

improvement

D. Never be mailed to patients

7. Patient questionnaires should ask:

A. About office cleanliness

B. About staff friendliness

C. About perceived value

D. All of the above

8. Thank-you gifts for referrals:

A. Should never be given

B. Should be over $100 in value

C. Should be a small token of appreciation

D. Are expected by all patients

9. The best time to ask a patient for refer-

rals is:

A. During the appointment call

B. During a complex procedure

C. After the patient praises your practice

D. Three weeks after the appointment

10. A pledge of quality to your patients:

A. Is counterproductive

B. Will help build trust

C. Will encourage referrals

D. B and C 

11. Providing free services:

A. Is a liability

B. Will ruin your practice

C. Will be remembered fondly by the patient

D. Is not recommended

12. A free service will help build:

A. Patient trust

B. Patient awareness

C. A strong referral base

D. A and C

13. Office cleanliness is an example of:

A. External marketing

B. Internal marketing

C. A well-trained team

D. Good dentistry

14. In lieu of magazines:

A. A free Wi-Fi password should be offered

B. Coffee should be made available

C. An electronic tablet should be offered

D. No entertainment should be considered

15. Differentiating your practice: 

A. Is not necessary

B. Will reduce referrals

C. Will make your practice more memorable

D. Is prohibited by ADA standards

16. Social media:

A. Is rarely utilized by patients

B. Violates HIPAA regulations

C. Should be attempted only by professionals

D. Is vital to internal and external marketing 

campaigns

17. Appointment reminders:

A. Are best delegated to the front staff

B. Are a form of external marketing

C. Are annoying to patients

D. Reduce no-show rates

18. Forms of external marketing include:

A. Television

B. Radio

C. Print media

D. All of the above

19. Advertising your practice:

A. Is ineffective

B. Works best with consistent repetition

C. Is cost-efficient

D. Will generate suspicion

20. A discount coupon:

A. Is strongly suggested

B. Will likely bring long-term patients

C. Builds patient trust

D. Should be avoided

21. Social media campaigns: 

A. Are expensive

B. Are difficult to implement

C. Are a form of targeted marketing

D. Do not require frequent updates
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22. Communicating effectively with your 

patients:

A. Is more efficient with social media

B. Will have no effect on patient referrals

C. Is not a patient expectation

D. Can increase liability

23. Millennial-aged patients respond 

mostly to: 

A. Television commercials

B. Radio commercials

C. Mailed advertisements

D. Social media recommendations

24. Negative online reviews:

A. Are not a concern

B. Should be aggressively negated

C. Should be investigated for validity

D. Will ruin your practice

25. Positive online reviews:

A. Should be fabricated

B. Are always trusted

C. Can be requested from satisfied patients

D. Will not be considered by most patients

26. Mailed advertisements:

A. Are shown to be most effective

B. Should target a 100-mile radius

C. Are effective after one cycle

D. Should target patients new to your area

27. Patient referrals:

A. Are always followed through

B. Are most valuable when given by friends or 

Family

C. Should be purchased from patients

D. Should never be rewarded

28. Patient communication services 

include:

A. Recall reminders

B. Appointment confirmations

C. Prescription refills

D. A and B

29. Your advertisement should highlight:

A. The lowest price

B. The latest technology

C. Your commitment to quality

D. B and C

30. A well-run marketing campaign:

A. Should consider multiple marketing 

approaches

B. Should be implemented throughout the 

duration of the practice

C. Should be implemented at any cost

D. Can be accomplished only by a professional
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