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Associate to Ownership Roadmap

	 �1-5 YEARS  
before changeHistory�

Set Your Priorities  
& Goals

Think about why you’re considering 
a change. What are your goals, 
preferences and must-haves?
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2 Prepare Your  
Financials

Assess your situation and speak 
with financial analysts and lenders 
who can help you set priorities.

	� 3-6 MONTHS 
before actionHistory�
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Build Your  
Transaction Team 

Depending on your goals, you 
may need an attorney, lender, 
accountant, or other professionals 
who understand dental practice 
transactions. 
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Conduct  
Negotiations &  
Due Diligence 

Work through your associate 
contract or purchase with your 
trusted team, who can keep 
things moving as  
you nail down the details.
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Make it Official
Celebrate your next step! 
Then meet your new patients, 
local specialists, insurers, and 
the community at large.
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Associate to Ownership Roadmap
Every transition timeline is unique, driven by your goals and the local market. However, they tend to follow  
a similar process. And if you understand everything that’s to come, you can prepare yourself — and possibly 
even speed things up. 

	� 1-5 YEARS  
before changeHistory�
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Set Your Priorities & Goals
First things first: think about why you’re considering a change. Spend some time  
considering your goals, requirements, and preferences. 

Ask yourself, do I want to …

•	 Work in a large practice with lots  
of collaboration or a smaller practice 
where I can work more independently?

•	 Do everything myself or refer out?

•	 Focus on a specialty or learn  
new procedures?

•	 Work with all age groups?

•	 Practice in a busy office with lots  
of activity or a calm office with  
minimal distractions?

•	 Own a practice, either now or  
in the future?

•	 Find a mentor?

•	 Spend time chatting with each  
patient or maximize efficiency?

•	 Be involved with the business or  
just “do dentistry”? 

•	 Stay in my current state/region, or am I open to relocating?

•	 Work traditional hours or expanded hours (evenings/weekends)?

•	 Pursue other priorities besides dentistry?

If you are married or in a long-term partnership, be sure to involve your partner in your 
thought process. They know you best and can offer great insight. And ensuring you’re  
both on the same page is essential for your family’s happiness!

Consider everywhere you’ve worked  
or interned — even that part-time  
mall job. Think about pace of work, 
collaboration, scheduling, atmosphere. 
Then make three lists:

ARROW-CIRCLE-RIGHT  What you liked

ARROW-CIRCLE-RIGHT  What you didn’t like

ARROW-CIRCLE-RIGHT  �What you would have changed  
if you had the authority
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Along the way, keep an open mind — the ideal path may not be one you  
had previously considered.

Resources

How Long Does a Practice Transition Take? 
Set Reasonable Expectations for Your First Dental Job (and Whatever 

Comes Next)
Big Decisions Demand Family Input: Your Guide to Starting the Conversation 

Prepare Your Financials
Whether you plan to buy or pursue an associateship, invest some time in reviewing  
your financials.  

Your personal financial planner or fiduciary can guide you on balancing your personal  
goals (buying a home, paying student loans) with professional goals. Don’t forget to  
discuss retirement planning! 

If you hope to buy, interview at least three banks that deal with dental practice loans.  
Ask about their process, what you are eligible for, and what you can do to strengthen  
your application. For example, they may advise you to improve your credit or pay down  
consumer debt.

Remember, banks WANT to help you borrow money. They see practice loans as relatively  
low risk since dentists historically have a very low default rate.

Be sure to explore loan repayment options, such as the National Health Service 
Corps (NHSC) or similar state programs, especially if you are willing to work in an  
underserved area.

Resources

What Went Wrong: We Disagreed on the Value of the Practice 
5 Financial Must-Dos Before Buying a Dental Practice

Build Your Transaction Team
While it can be tempting to save money by trying to do it yourself, hiring experts can help you 
avoid costly mistakes down the road. After all, an attorney doesn’t try to do his own root canal!

Ask colleagues or your state and local societies for referrals. Make sure to find professionals 
who have experience with the intricacies of dental practice transitions. 
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before changeHistory�
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https://www.ada.org/resources/careers/career-planning/articles/how-long-does-a-practice-transition-take
https://www.ada.org/resources/careers/career-planning/articles/set-reasonable-expectations-for-your-first-dental-job-and-whatever-comes-next
https://www.ada.org/resources/careers/career-planning/articles/set-reasonable-expectations-for-your-first-dental-job-and-whatever-comes-next
https://www.ada.org/resources/careers/career-planning/articles/big-decisions-demand-family-input-your-guide-to-starting-the-conversation
https://nhsc.hrsa.gov/
https://nhsc.hrsa.gov/
https://www.ada.org/resources/careers/career-planning/articles/what-went-wrong-we-disagreed-on-the-value-of-the-practice
https://www.ada.org/resources/careers/career-planning/articles/5-financial-must-dos-before-buying-a-dental-practice
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Even if you’re not purchasing a practice, an attorney can help ensure that your associate 
contract protects your interests.

Depending on your scenario, you will need:

•	 An accountant to help you evaluate the financial health of any practice you  
intend to purchase

•	 A banker to approve your loan

•	 An attorney with experience in dental practice sales and contracts to protect your  
interests and ensure compliance with all applicable laws

•	 A real estate broker, which some states require for all practice sales

•	 Your family, a critical part of your decision-making process! 

•	 A fiduciary or financial planner to help you make better-informed decisions

Resources

The National Association of Personal Financial Advisors
A Dentist’s Guide to Selecting a Lawyer

Conduct Negotiations and Due Diligence
Once you find the right practice, the process really begins to move. If you are joining as an 
associate, the ADA Associate Contracting Toolkit can help you draft a contract that protects 
interests for both owner and associate. 

If you are buying, work together to:

•	 Draft a Letter of Intent. See Chapter 6 of Joining and Leaving the Dental Practice  
for details on everything that should be included — it’s more than just the purchase price!

•	 Negotiate the terms with your seller, working with your attorneys as needed.

•	 Conduct due diligence, during which you will work with your accountant and lender  
to validate the practice value and operations, plus any real estate or lease terms. Your  
lender will likely require several additional documents from the seller. Stay organized  
and communicate clearly to keep things moving. 

•	 Create the Purchase Agreement and Closing List. Use the negotiated Letter  
of Intent as your template to speed up the process (and save on attorney fees). 

Resources

Prepare & Prioritize: How to Negotiate with Confidence
Read Beyond the Dollar Amount: How to Get the Contract You Deserve
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https://www.napfa.org/
https://engage.ada.org/p/dr/a-dentists-guide-to-selecting-a-lawyer-945
https://www.ada.org/-/media/Project/ADA Organization/ADA/ADA-org/Files/Resources/Careers/Career Planning/ADA_Associate_Contracting_Toolkit
https://www.ada.org/resources/careers/joining-and-leaving-the-dental-practice
https://www.ada.org/resources/careers/career-planning/articles/prepare-prioritize-how-to-negotiate-with-confidence
https://www.ada.org/resources/careers/career-planning/articles/read-beyond-the-dollar-amount-how-to-get-the-contract-you-deserve
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Make it Official  
Congratulations on finding the right practice! 

Now comes the fun part: making it official. 

•	 Introduce yourself to staff. (They should have been  
part of the process; if not, inform them now!)

•	 Begin meeting your patients. Ask the practice owner to 
draft a letter, email, and website notification that introduces 
you and showcases your skills. If possible, the owner should 
do a “warm handoff” during appointments to personally 
vouch for you.  

•	 Meet local specialists, join your local dental society, and begin connecting  
with other professionals.

•	 Notify any insurers, credentialing bodies, state agencies, vendors, and  
anyone else who needs to know. 

Celebrate your hard work — you earned it!

Resources

6 Ways to Get Staff Buy-In for Your Practice Transition
ADA Credentialing Requirements by State

ADA Career Hub 
Get expert guidance and tools to help make your career goals a reality. Whether you’re launching  
your dental career or making your next move, the ADA is here to help you thrive in dentistry, not  
just survive. Find information about contracts, buying or starting a practice, hiring, managing teams 
and so much more at ADA.org/careerplanning. 

https://www.ada.org/resources/careers/career-planning/articles/6-ways-to-get-staff-buy-in-for-your-practice-transition
https://www.ada.org/en/education-careers/licensure/dental-licensure-by-state-map
http://www.ADA.org/careerplanning

