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PRAISE FOR GRIT YOUR TEETH




Samson combined his knowledge of dentistry with his passion for excellence and purpose. Grit Your Teeth shares his fun and instructive journey.


—Beau Brauer


President, Hunter Engineering Co.




Samson has been a business mentor and friend for over the last decade. I’ve enjoyed watching and learning from his incredible professional and personal journey, and I know this book will help others the same way he has helped my career.


—Nick Bauer


Chief Executive Officer, Empire Group Inc.




Grit Your Teeth gives us a great insight into how Samson has managed to find the unique balance between being a great doctor, leader, entrepreneur, and family member.


—Tony Bommarito


President, Bommarito Wines and Spirits




The life experiences of Samson make him the perfect person to write about the power of perseverance, grit, and determination. A life well lived is worth sharing!


—Mark Cusumano


CEO, FW LOGISTICS




Dr. Samson Liu’s story is a must-read for anyone looking to build a successful business. Dr. Liu’s personal experiences and insights provide a unique perspective on the dental industry and his entrepreneurial journey. Dr. Liu’s passion for helping people through dentistry shines through in his inspiring stories, making this book an engaging and enjoyable read. I highly recommend it.


—J. Christopher Kerckhoff, Jr.


CEO, Plancorp, LLC




Grit Your Teeth is Dr. Liu’s gift to aspiring entrepreneurs. His experiences and advice are priceless for anyone looking to chase their passion and build a People-First organization.


—Jason Logsdon


Chairman, Broadview Group




I’ve had the privilege of knowing Samson Liu for over a decade and had a front row seat to watch the chrysalis process chronicled in Grit Your Teeth. In reading this book you, too, can relive a modern-day story of the metamorphic transformation of a clinical nymph into a business leader and a champion of others over self. Every clinician’s and businessman’s greatest nemesis is EGO and Samson has successfully slayed his dragon and authentically narrates his journey in ten very readable chapters. Grit Your Teeth has the potential to help you become more self-aware, shine light on what is limiting your growth as a leader, and help you map your path to the leader you were meant to be. The journey awaits you…


—Mark Hodge, DMD


Invisalign Faculty Member since 2008, Heartland Clinical Director of Clear Aligner Therapy, and Vice President of Clinical Affairs (2011–2019)




I recommend this book to those seeking motivation and insights to navigate the challenges of entrepreneurship. Grit Your Teeth, a masterpiece penned by Dr. Liu, is a testament to his intense work ethic and courageous approach to business building and growth. Dr. Liu’s transparency about his own experiences adds a unique and relatable dimension to the book, making it a must-read for anyone aspiring to excel in building their business. I am fortunate to have him as a guiding force in my entrepreneurial endeavors.


—Sarah Thiel, RDH


CEO, CE Zoom Partners
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To my parents, Albert and Margaret, for helping me become who I am today.

To my brother, Dickson, for being my friend and mentor growing up.

To my wife and friend, Karen, who made everything possible.

To my sons, Simon, Oliver, and Henry—thanks for being who you are and why I wrote this book.












The dentistry industry information, dental practice data, and business insights contained in this book are based on the personal experiences and perspectives of Dr. Samson Liu. His assessments of the dental industry, dental practice landscape, and entrepreneurial journey tell one perspective of the field and business world. Other dentist entrepreneurs may have different accounts or interpretations based on their own distinct experiences and points of view.

While factual data is presented where possible, industry statistics on elements such as practice consolidation rates, private equity investments, and valuations draw mostly from the author’s own involvement in the sector as well as anecdotal observations of overall trends. Readers should supplement these characterizations with wider research as needed.

Ultimately this book aims to share one dentist entrepreneur’s captivating story in a truthful way while imparting advice that may benefit others. It does not claim to represent the definitive or only record of the dental or entrepreneurship sphere at large. As with any business endeavor, individual results will vary based on circumstances.










CHAPTER 1

The Start of the Grit


Growing up in an Asian household, my brother and I were expected to become doctors or do something in the healthcare profession. As young boys living in Hong Kong, our parents strongly influenced us and every summer, we would do some medical internship at a lab to prepare us for going into something in the medical field. During high school and college, I served as a volunteer medic, and for years, I have always tried to do something that would expose me to the healthcare world.

As I was getting older, preparing to go into some medical profession, I attended school at the University of Toronto. When my older brother got into optometry school, three options were presented to me: attend chiropractic school in Toronto, follow my brother’s footsteps into optometry school in Boston, or attend dental school in Chicago. After years of living at home, enduring Canada’s freezing cold weather and taking multiple public transportations to school every morning, I realized I needed a change. For my personal growth, I attended dental school at Northwestern in Chicago, Illinois. At twenty-one years old, this was a perfect opportunity to get away, seek my own adventure, and find a better way to live for myself. Determined to choose my path, I did a remote interview with the school from Toronto, was accepted, and didn’t show up to the campus until the first day of school.

Not knowing anything about dentistry, I was still willing to take a risk without any expectations about what the dentistry program would be like. I was determined to go into the school with an open mind, and from the moment I started dental school, I fell in love with the profession. I had found my true passion from that very first day. As a dental student, we were required to do volunteer work for kids at a free clinic where we checked in patients, cleaned their teeth, and generally learned how to run a dental office. The kids looked up to me and were so grateful and respectful that it touched my heart. It forever changed my perception of dentistry, and it was at that moment I realized this is what I was meant to do. I had found my passion, my why, and it felt wonderful.

Looking back on those years, I realized that not all dental school students were in love with the field. In fact, I was told that several female classmates were there to discover their future husbands. They were just going through the motions of learning dentistry, while others were there because their parents asked or expected them to become dentists. I am sure things are different now, but I don’t know if they ever found their true calling, so I consider myself very fortunate that I was able to cultivate my passion for dentistry and the industry. Today, after five years, I own and operate forty-five clinics, and though I am a businessman, I see patients two days a week. I can’t deny my passion for helping people through dentistry. Just because I became successful, I couldn’t sacrifice my passion. I hope that you will find a way to do what you love. I discovered that it all starts with leadership, building a team around you, and inspiring people to do well, as you will learn more about that in this book.

I firmly believe that our “why” comes from within us. It is a feeling that compels us to do the work we want to do, even if it requires short-term sacrifice. Though there were times when I struggled with thoughts of what was next, wondering how and where I would be a dentist, I still knew my “why.” I wanted to help people, use my own creative skills and knowledge, earn a good salary, and have my own career.

When I was in the middle of a professional transition as a dentist and entrepreneur, in late 2017, I called the CEO of the Dentist Entrepreneur Organization (DEO), which supports dentist entrepreneurs and executives who visualize a future bigger and better than they could ever achieve on their own. DEO offers a connection to the people, resources, and education needed to grow its dental practice and fulfill its vision. Among other goals, DEO developed a concise vision statement for dentists that allowed them to create, lead, and manage a dental practice or multiple dental practices. The goal of DEO has always been to create dentist entrepreneurs who could be highly intentional, driven by courage and commitment to succeed, manage dozens of employees, and build a team based on core values and a long-term mission.

When I called the CEO, I said, “Hey, I heard about this DEO thing you are starting.”

Excited and passionate about what he was doing, he said, “We put our DEO members through a twelve-month process that exposes them to all aspects of what makes a successful dental group or DSO.”

“What else does DEO offer?” I asked, curious to learn more.

“We help dentists grow the smart way by showing them how to acquire a practice or start a new one, retain good associates and management, essential systems and processes, and how to become a successful CEO through expanding their leadership abilities,” he explained.

“Really?” I replied.

“Yes, there is an entire world of people, resources, and ideas that most dentists don’t know about. By joining DEO, you will instantly gain access to a community of like-minded dentists and the best resources and education,” he said enthusiastically. “We help dentists avoid reinventing the wheel.”

“That sounds interesting,” I replied.

In trying to close me, he asked, “How many locations do you have right now?”

“Zero,” I said. “I just left Heartland Dental, and I don’t even have a practice.”

There was a long pause on the other end, and he said, “Well, we can start a new category of zero, and you’ll be our first member at DEO in that category.”

I laughed, and he laughed. I didn’t join, but I was curious, and honestly, I enjoyed the call and meeting with someone so passionate about what he was doing because he talked about starting with my “why.” Even though starting with your why is essential, I felt he was trying to be innovative to get the company off the ground.

Prior to my transition to an entrepreneur, I was a senior dental executive with eighteen years of experience in leading clinical and support services at Heartland Dental; we went from thirteen to eight hundred locations and built a $1.3 billion dental support organization (DSO) by offering first-class clinical and operational training and mentoring platforms that support practice growth and clinical excellence. As a frequent leadership and clinical speaker with an excellent industry reputation and extensive relationships with advocacy organizations, industry partners, and key opinion leaders, I always like to start with “the why not.”

It is with that mindset that years later in 2018, I started my own Group Practice Organization, SOHDental; we went from zero to twenty-five locations in twelve months. We have to start with our “why” and then move to our “why not.” When we know our life’s purpose, it becomes easier to focus on where we are going, what matters the most in our lives, and what decisions are aligned with our goals. It makes us committed and passionate about those goals. It is a great way to be inspired and to effectively communicate our inner passion and vision. In short, it will help others truly understand deeply why we do what we do, waking up every morning and making a difference in people’s lives through dentistry. Having a purpose will help us find our true passion and our dream job and commit to it. Understanding where and what my why is really goes back to my passion, helping people through dentistry. It starts with us, our leadership, our people, and our organization.

However, in the real world, there will always be obstacles and barriers that happen to us all. It takes asking, “Why not?” to overcome those objections, see what is possible, and, most importantly, fail forward. That means doing something we want while embracing the uncertainty of success.

Another factor that has helped me succeed is that I have a strong family background and understand the importance of family. Fortunate to have a mentor like my dad for many years allowed us to enjoy each other’s company by going on trips together and building a close relationship. Today, this is something I do with my three boys, Simon, Oliver, and Henry. I started this tradition where I’ll take each boy on a father-and-son trip just by themselves every year.

When Henry turned eight, I took him on his first father-andson trip to Nemacolin Resort, organized by the Young Presidents’ Organization (YPO), the global leadership community of extraordinary chief executives. He was excited to go, and we took a picture when we arrived. You must understand that YPO trips are usually very intense and challenging, and in this case the trip was no different. They basically take one year’s equivalent of Boy Scout activities and squeeze them all into three days! We did everything from building a soapbox Derby car to hunting, fishing, shooting, tying rope, and rock climbing—in just three days.

To no one’s surprise, Henry had a meltdown by the third day because he didn’t sleep for three days. He was on a sugar high and had kept it going. This is precisely how I felt for the first eighteen months with SOHDental. We had bought twenty-seven locations in eighteen months. What the hell was I thinking? This is a very good description of my journey so far, but my story really begins when I had my first “Oh Shit” moment. That’s what I call it, anyway, and that started in dental school. When I went to Northwestern University Dental School in Chicago, Illinois, I met my wife, Karen, who is also a dentist, but with three boys, she’s pretty busy taking care of them. Back then, I didn’t have my three master’s degrees and was financially illiterate, as they don’t teach a lot of financial content in dental school. One thing that is most important yet they don’t teach you is practice management. In my honest opinion, the one other course they should teach is why you should not marry another dental student with just as much debt as you. That is the best practice management advice I could give to anyone!!

According to the American Dental Association, the average amount of dental student debt is $340,000, but I was Canadian and didn’t qualify for the domestic student loan rate, so for me, the foreign student loan rate was 11 percent interest on a $300,000 loan in 1999. When I returned to Canada after graduation, the exchange rate was the opposite of what it is today, which was US $0.50 to a Canadian dollar, which meant my US $300,000 loan turned into a $600,000 Canadian loan at an 11 percent interest rate!! The kicker was when Karen and I got married, she also had a US $200,000 student loan at 3 percent interest, so our blended debt was a million dollars in Canada!

I told her, “I got to return to the States. I need a visa. Either I get a job with Heartland, or we must get married because you owe me a green card.” Real romantic, I know, but we got back to the States, and I interviewed with several DSOs, including Heartland Dental. That was my first brush with DSOs. Now, understand that this was 1999, over twenty years ago. There was really no such thing as a DSO. It’s called Corporate Dentistry.

When I interviewed with Heartland Dental, the COO and also the head of Human Resources at the time interviewed me personally. We met at a diner, where he ordered sausage and eggs for me, and it was the fastest interview ever. I said yes to the job. At the time, as with most students today, when we get out of dental school, we typically work for a few years, pay down our loan, and then open our own practice. The solo mindset is very strong in dental school. And I was brought up to believe that you do not and should not work for anybody but yourself.

However, Heartland Dental would give me a visa and a job making $90,000 a year, which I thought was a lot of money back then. I did some math on the back of the napkin and figured out that if I worked for twelve years, I could make a million dollars. I didn’t know anything about taxes or expenses, and frankly, I didn’t know anything about anything. I was so financially illiterate. All I could think about was that in twelve years, I could open my own practice. Reality would hit me much later.
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