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Good afternoon, colleagues. I’d like to open with a story. 
 
A few years ago, when I was the dean of the University of Oklahoma’s School of Dentistry, the OU 
Sooners football team was preparing for a game with one of its biggest rivals. Thirty-five years prior, 
the rival team had pulled off one of the worst disappointments in Sooner history. The current OU 
players were asked if they would try to retaliate for that famous upset.  
  
One player said, “We don’t even know what you’re talking about. We weren’t even born then. We 
don’t care about the game 35 years ago. We’re focused on the game we’re playing this Saturday.” 
 
The same is true for many of today’s dentists and how they approach their daily work. They strive to 
be on their A-game. These dentists are not looking back to the game 35 years ago; they are 
contending with an evolving landscape and looking ahead to the game-changers in our profession’s 
future. 
 
But is the American Dental Association helping them be their best this Saturday and on the Saturdays 
to come?  
 
If the numbers tell the story, then the answer is no.  
 
By now, you’re well aware of the continuous declines in the ADA’s market share—from 72.1 percent 
in 2005 to 59.2 percent today.  
 
We have a well-earned reputation as our nation’s leading voice for oral health. But we can no longer 
rely on yesterday’s status to drive tomorrow’s impact. 
 
I have said many times before that if our goal is to be under 50 percent in the next seven years, then 
we are right on schedule. If our goal is to be an association that loses its relevance, presence, and 
stature in the years after that, then again, we are right on schedule. 
 
However, I am pretty sure that the ADA’s founders didn’t intend to create a short-term association.  I 
am sure, as you are, that the ADA is built to last for many generations to come. 
  
So, we have gathered this week to make a positive impact on the direction of our Association. We’re 
playing a pivotal role in an era of change—with the power to bend the arc of the ADA and our 
profession toward a flourishing future. 
 
You’re likely well-versed in some of the drivers of change: Emerging practice modalities; patients 
whose expectations have been shaped by consumerism and tech-enabled convenience, and an 
expanding scope of practice, among other factors.  
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These are not passing fads. They are not going away. They are major paradigm shifts in the way 
dentists work and what dentists expect from the ADA. And we simply are not keeping up.  
 
In times like these, leaders can be called upon to be change agents or fierce protectors of all that is 
held dear. Today, I believe that we are called to be both.  
 
The American Dental Association exists to encourage the improvement of public health and promote 
the art and science of dentistry. These objectives must remain paramount—no matter what the future 
holds.  
 
Yet, in today’s environment, living up to our traditions, demands that we modernize how we do so. 
The ADA needs to embrace change—not at the cost of our traditions, but in the protection of them.  
 
However, we should be very cautious in our reverence for tradition when it comes to our methods and 
approaches.  
 
As I’ve always said: What got us here won’t get us there. And holding on too tightly to our usual 
processes can lull us into a fatal mindset, leading to the six most deadly words for any business 
entity: “The way we’ve always done it.” 
  
Tradition should support innovation—not stand in its way. 
 
Think back to the last time you captured a Kodak moment, made it a Blockbuster night, or enjoyed 
the special feel of an Oldsmobile.  
 
These brands are obsolete because they held on to their traditions and missed the paradigm shifts 
that were happening. They were also burdened with systems that didn’t enable them to change 
course when the market demanded it. Their traditions hindered innovation. 
  
Take, for example, Blockbuster which, in 2000, turned down the opportunity to buy Netflix. 
Blockbuster’s CEO said, “The dot-com hysteria is completely overblown,” and laughed Netflix out of 
the room. 
 
In 2001, Blockbuster built a pioneering video-on-demand platform. But they were reluctant to divert 
resources from its retail store rental business, so they abandoned the project altogether and missed a 
chance to be trailblazers in video streaming. 
 
By 2004, Blockbuster was chasing Netflix’s success with its own online DVD-by-mail service, and its 
lack of investment in their future led to…well, you know the rest of the story.  
  
Blockbuster, along with Kodak and Oldsmobile, faced pivotal times, and they all missed the critical 
paradigm shifts happening right before their eyes. Right up to the point they closed their doors. 
 
Although the ADA is in a much different business, the lessons ring clear. This is how organizations 
falter—by focusing on their past glory, ignoring trends, not being nimble enough to compete, and 
continuing to invest in stagnant business models.  
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From my first official day as the ADA’s executive director, November 15, 2021, I had three priority 
goals for my first year. 
 
Let’s start with goal number one. 
 
If we hope to build an ADA that not only survives or thrives but leads in 21st century health care, we 
must be willing to revamp our business model, systems, and processes to serve our central purpose: 
To support dentists, to advance public health, and to power our profession. Those are the traditions 
worth protecting, and we must reinvent ourselves to do so.  
 
Who does the ADA need to be today to equip dentists to be on their A-game now and in the years to 
come?  And as we work in the present, how do we keep an eye on the future? Because, after all, that 
is where we are going to spend the rest of our lives.  
 
I’ve sought answers to those questions from an array of voices, including from members, professional 
staff, predominant business leaders, and leaders like you. As executive director, it is my responsibility 
to hear your vision and provide the means to bring them to life.  
 
Based on your feedback, coupled with insights from today’s top companies and thought leaders, the 
ADA can be at the top of its own game by fulfilling five key business principles: Customer focus, 
global presence, sustainability, innovation, and nimbleness.   
 
We can learn from the cautionary tales of defunct companies and the success of leading brands that 
any business entity or organization that does not possess these values most likely will not be around 
in the future. 
  
Customer focus is the principle at the very heart of ADA’s endeavors as a membership association. 
Ultimately, we strive to meet the principles of sustainability, global presence, nimbleness, and 
innovation for the sake of those we serve.   
 
For the last 11 months, I’ve led a major effort to better position the ADA to support these end goals. 
To sharpen our customer focus, we have structured our initiatives, programs, and workflows 
according to four customer groups: Direct to Dentist, Direct to Tripartite, Public and Professional, and 
Internal/Enterprise.  
 
And using the basic foundation of these customer groups, we have also begun a transformation on 
how we look at all our programs, projects, and financial systems, through mission-based accounting 
and accountability, as you have heard from Dr. Sherwin, our Treasurer. 
 
For establishing our governance and key projects, we’ve applied the Agile method of project 
management to deliver value to our customers quickly. Agile is not just about the ability to move 
quickly, but it focuses on what we are delivering as opposed to focusing on adhering to our existing 
processes..  Our renewed approach has already yielded incredible progress. 
  
That was goal number one: To create an internal structure at the ADA to support the immediate 
needs of the association and to help it to define its future. Now for goal number two. 
 



Page 2 of 15 
 

In 2022, transformation at the ADA is far from an abstract concept—it’s an experience so tangible that 
it fits within the palm of a member’s hand.  
 
What is the one thing that all ADA members have in common, no matter their age? It’s the cell phone. 
Technology is a mainstay of our members’ lives, and the ADA is meeting them where they are.  
 
Created by dentists and for dentists, the reimagined ADA Member App makes its official debut right 
here during SmileCon 2022. If you haven’t already, I encourage you to scan the QR code on the 
screen using your phone’s camera to download it and check it out.   
 
Members shared input at all phases of development and the app’s features reflect the various ways 
our community wants to engage with the Association.  
 
For example, we learned that what members considered a lack of communication from the ADA was 
actually that they couldn’t easily find the content that they wanted. It wasn’t a communication issue; it 
was a discoverability and access issue. So in the ADA Member App, users can customize the content 
they receive based on the topics of their interest.  
 
The app is designed to meet the needs of dentists at every stage of their careers, with the initial 
release placing emphasis on early-career dentists. This is just the beginning, and future releases will 
include expanded features and content co-created by and for all generations.  
 
Technology will also connect our tripartite customers to their members and to the ADA in fresh and 
engaging ways. Digital interactions will continue to play a key and predominant role in all of our lives, 
including as a principal vehicle for our association members and customers. 
 
With the Board of Trustees’ approval of an entirely new association management system in April 
2022, not only will we offer the practical benefits of streamlined data and better service to states and 
locals, the new association management system will foster collaboration at all levels—simplifying and 
streamlining our member access, engagement, and point-of-sale operations. 
 
The AMS is slated to beta launch in 2023 and fully launch in 2024, which will be here much sooner 
than we think. But its development is the first step in strengthening and building capacity for the 
tripartite.  
 
I envision that the ADA Member App will one day be a tool that connects dental professionals to the 
programs, services, and resources in a simplified point of sale from the national, state, and local 
organizations. Together, we would all work in concert to deliver the experience necessary for 
reestablishing ourselves as the ADA we once knew.  
 
As we build this process with all three aspects of our organization in mind, this moves us to ponder on 
the question of what is the most important aspect of our organization—is it the local, state, or 
national? The answer is yes.   
 
The first major iteration of the ADA’s digital initiative continues through 2025, and as we celebrate our 
current milestones, we also prepare for the work that lies ahead.  
 
In reality, the process of digital reinvention never ends. I recall what Walt Disney said so boldly to all 
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of his associates, “Any of you thinking of resting on your laurels, you can just forget it. Disneyland will 
never be finished.” 
 
That was goal number two:  To drive a digital initiative that will be a core foundational support of our 
association and our tripartite. Now let’s address goal number three. 
 
As we’ve made steps toward living diversity, equity, and inclusion within the ADA, there’s still a major 
opportunity to ensure that our leadership reflects the changing face of dentistry—with more female 
dentists, more early-career professionals, and more racially and ethnically diverse dentists 
participating in roles throughout our ADA. Not to the exclusion of anyone, but with the meaningful 
inclusion of all to create our ADA of today……..and tomorrow. 
 
Amplifying the unheard voices of our profession is essential for defining our future. As a former 
educator, I understand the challenges that dental school faculty and staff face every day. The ADA 
needs to improve its alignment and support for dental education—because not only are dental 
educators vital to the future of our profession and association, but today’s students are also 
tomorrow’s members.   
 
To that end, I have made it a priority to visit and listen to the many voices of dental institutions—
including students, faculty, staff, and leadership—on how the ADA can better support their goals and 
endeavors.   
 
I will continue these visits well into 2023 and 2024. 
 
Secondly, creating a harmonious relationship with affiliated groups in organized dentistry is critical. 
Organizations like ADEA, ASDA, AAODCR, NDA, SAID, HDA and many others share the ADA’s 
foundational values of improving people’s lives and strengthening our profession. We need to focus 
on the common ground and common vision we share—what unites us far outweighs what we might 
diverge on. If you scored a 97% on an exam, would you be celebrating the 97% or upset and 
dismayed at the 3%?   It’s time we focus on the 97% and not the 3%.   
 
Imagine what a force we can all be, not as individual groups, but as a united dentistry all working 
together. Imagine the power of a Lobby Day with attendance and representation from this wide array 
of organizations.   
 
As leaders, I hope that you carry with you the same kind of faith and expectation that the best that is 
within all of us…the collegiality that we are capable of… is within our reach.  
 
Because it is.  
 
That is goal number three. 
 
Now that we have begun a large-scale effort to modernize our structure and engage our members of 
today and tomorrow, it’s time to start addressing a word that we have not focused on in quite a 
while—and that word is revenue.  
 
Over the last several years, we have worked tirelessly to “expense control our way into growth.” But 
that is an unsustainable practice.  
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The consumer price index reached 8.2 percent in September, marking the largest 12-month 
inflationary increase since 1982. Costs are up everywhere, including the ADA.  
 
Expense control can only go so far. It’s time for different forms of revenue to take the lead.  
 
This means reimagining how we present our offerings to the entire profession—and not just to those 
who are already members.  
 
Like combining our traditional transaction-based marketing model with a needs-based marketing 
model, which targets audiences based on their unique interests and presents them with relevant 
solutions.  
 
Think of your Amazon account. If everyone here logged on to Amazon.com right now, the content on 
every person’s homepage would be different. It’s a customized experience that anticipates your 
specific needs.   
 
Based on your past orders, browsing history, or even the question you asked your Alexa at home, 
Amazon has tailored its offerings to bring you only what they suspect you’d be interested in.  
 
Better positioning the ADA’s products and services in front of our members and customers could 
bode well for boosting our non-dues revenues while showcasing the unique value that the ADA 
provides.  
 
In fact, the concepts of both value and values have been front-and-center in our renewed focus on 
members this year. Along with the tangible business value that members rightfully require and expect, 
they also want their Association to reflect their collective professional values.  
 
It’s not a matter of what we say we are—it’s a matter of how we express our values in what we do, 
including how we cultivate belonging in our own Association.  
 
With Dr. Sabates’ leadership of the New Day for Dentistry campaign, the ADA has been intentional in 
promoting a culture where everyone feels respected and welcomed—regardless of their race, gender, 
ethnicity, background, or practice modality.  
  
The main message is that there is room for all of us, no matter how we choose to practice. It should 
be a great point of pride that we belong to a profession that grants us the freedom to design our lives 
and careers the way we choose to.  
 
And yet, some of our peers who work with dental business groups, small and large, continually tell us 
that they feel excluded or are made to feel less appreciated by those in other practice modalities. In 
this new day, there can simply be no room for that at our ADA.   
 
In my business studies, I’ve found that companies make an average of 20 attempts at organizational 
change in some form or fashion on a regular basis. Of those 20 changes, 17 don’t work out as 
expected, as they are eventually abandoned or re-engineered to be more formidable. 
  
But the key is they arrived at the three important changes that helped to revolutionize their company.  
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Moreover, as stated by one very preeminent CEO, “If we hadn’t created a culture of trying and 
embracing future change, we would have never discovered the three.  Those three make it all worth 
it.” 
 
What can we all do today to create that culture of trying and embracing the future? 
 
Colleagues, we are the ones who need to show up boldly, knowing that for our members to be at their 
best on every single day of their careers, the ADA needs to be at our best right now—welcoming and 
inclusive, proactive and progressive, not static and mundane.  It’s time for our ADA to become the 
disrupters instead of the disrupted.  
 
We know what our ADA has been for us.  
 
We believe in what it can be for dentists today and for generations of dentists yet unborn.  
 
We want our successors to inherit an ADA that is just as strong as the ADA entrusted to us by those 
who came before. 
 
There may be regrets or wonderings about the past.  
 
Let’s place ourselves in a mode that when we wake up tomorrow, we see the new and exciting things 
that we can do today that we couldn’t do two years ago.  
 
It’s exciting for us even further to learn what we will be able to do in two years that we can’t do today. 
The future is not confusing or concerning, the future is limitless and energized. It will be fun to see 
what opportunities it brings to us. 
 
The future of the ADA is in our hands...And today’s opportunities are ours.   
 
Our time as leaders is now.  
 
We are the ones we’ve been waiting for.   
 
I wish to thank everyone who has made this past year a transformative one for the ADA, and an 
exciting one for me. It has been a pleasure to serve you and to help make your professional vision a 
reality.  
 
Many thanks to our outgoing president Dr. Cesar Sabates for his fearless leadership, kindness, and 
friendship. And to our incoming president, Dr. George Shepley—I am excited to have you at the helm 
and to work alongside you into 2023. 
 
Many thanks to the Board of Trustees and the countless ADA volunteers who shared their time and 
talents on councils, workgroups, task forces, and committees, and very importantly, to all of you here 
today. 
 
Last but not least, to the ADA’s professional team – for your insight and commitment to excellence. I 
thank you for sharing your gifts with us.  
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As I opened with a story, I’d like to close with one.  
 
On a visit to NASA headquarters in 1962, President John F. Kennedy noticed a janitor carrying a 
broom. President Kennedy introduced himself and asked the man, “What do you do here?” The 
janitor responded, “Mr. President, I’m helping to put a man on the moon.”  
 
As I think of each of you in the House of Delegates, our Councils, Commissions, Committees, Board 
of Trustees, Components, Constituents, and our ADA team... 
 
I am grateful to every person whose names we know and to those whose names we don’t know, but 
whose contributions make a critical difference for our ADA.  
 
We may not be on a lunar mission, but we are working in concert, to launch our American Dental 
Association to new heights.  
 
Everyone matters.  
 
And on this mission, we will succeed—together.   
 
Thank you all.  
 
Mr. Speaker, I would like a moment of personal privilege. 
 
I would also like to thank my wife for her support for this last year. She faced some difficult, 
unexpected challenges. But her statement to me was “I will be okay. You have a job to do in Chicago. 
They are expecting you to do what they asked, so get up there and do your job. That’s the best way 
you can take care of me.”  That gives you an idea of what an incredible person she is. 
 
She is my entire life, my support, and she makes up a large part of who I am, and after a long year, is 
here with us today. Sherry, I am sorry that I wasn’t there with you physically during some of your most 
difficult days of your life, but you never left my mind and you were always in my prayers.  So thank 
you.   
 
You’ve won the battle, and it’s been a long year apart for both of us, but we’ve made it through the 
rain and we see the sunshine in our eyes now. I love you with all my life.   
 
Thank you, Mr. Speaker. 
 


