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PRAISE FOR


SMILES MADE HERE




In Smiles Made Here, Dr. Sturgill provides invaluable insights for both orthodontic professionals and patients seeking the best care. This book brilliantly highlights the significance of a strong and positive culture in an orthodontic practice, ensuring an enjoyable experience for everyone involved. Whether you’re a fellow practitioner striving to transform your practice or a parent seeking the ideal care for your child, this book is your guide to excellence.


—DUSTIN S. BURLESON, DDS, MBA


I have enjoyed educating, mentoring, and developing a life-long relationship with Dr. Jeremiah Sturgill over the past fifteen years. He is an extremely talented clinician with exceptional people skills. I am unbelievably proud of the highly skilled orthodontist and practice owner he has become. It is my privilege and honor to recommend this book to all colleagues in orthodontics.


—JAE H. PARK, DMD, MSD, MS, PHD


President, American Board of Orthodontics
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To Pelegren, Theodore, and Sebastian—
may your sense of wonder draw you near to God
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Introduction


THE IMPETUS FOR THE SUCCESS that Sturgill Orthodontics has experienced today really all started back when I was young. I hail from Big Stone Gap, Virginia, a very small town in the rural southwestern part of the state at the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. It’s an economically depressed area that doesn’t have the educational resources of larger cities, but family values are very important here. That’s really where I developed the ethos of Sturgill Orthodontics today.


You might be wondering what the ethos has to do with crafting smiles. At my practice, Sturgill Orthodontics, it’s behind everything we do. Because of our belief in always putting ourselves in the patient’s shoes, we’ve created a practice that others want to model their own orthodontic practices after.


Both of my parents were from the same area, and while they never had the opportunity for formal education, they were still successful in their own careers because of their innate work ethic and ability to overcome obstacles.


With an upbringing so rooted in family values, naturally my maternal grandmother, Nanny, had a big influence on me. Since both of my parents worked, she often looked after me. She was an amazingly hard worker herself; she worked in the school cafeteria, and when she knew one of the kids in line didn’t have a lot of food at home, she would heap their plate. That made a big difference in a lot of people’s lives. She never had a lot materially speaking, but she was always unbelievably cheerful, and she spread happiness wherever she went. She also believed that with God, anything is possible; she often told me: “You can do anything you want, the good Lord willing.”


My father also used to make me see that there were bigger possibilities beyond the “snow globe world” we grew up in. My mother taught me the value of emotional intelligence and unbridled generosity. My parents were both fond of travel, and they wanted my sister and me to know that our success might not necessarily be found in our hometown, so I knew I’d have to look elsewhere to achieve the career I dreamed of. Ultimately, my wife and I went out and sought the best and, after eleven years, we brought all that knowledge and newly acquired connections back to our hometown region to serve the people here.


Since both my parents knew what it meant to grow up poor and not have access to higher education, they were determined that it would be different for me and my sister. They wanted to ensure that we would have the opportunity to go to college and learn to make money using our brains, not our backs.


After high school, I went to King University, a private Christian school, where I double majored in cell and molecular biology and business administration, the latter because I knew even then that I wanted to own my own business. Scholarships helped pay my way through college, supplemented by a stint as a Realtor—I had obtained my real estate license when I turned eighteen because I figured that was the most efficient way to make money with my schedule. Between organic chemistry classes and lab, for instance, I would go show a house. For dental school, however, I took out full loans.


I met my wife, Riley, while we were in college. We married after graduation and then moved to Arizona where we both went to dental school. After I finished my residency there, we moved back to Virginia, where Riley completed her residency in endodontics in Richmond while I worked as an associate there. We moved back because we were both planning to have our own practices one day, and, as professional services business owners (she now has her own endodontics practice nearby), we wanted our children to have life-shaping opportunities influenced by their grandparents and other family members.


Then, on January 1, 2016, I bought the practice that is now Sturgill Orthodontics. It was five hours away in Johnson City, Tennessee, which is nearer to both of our hometowns. I had decided to reach out to the orthodontist who had treated me as a kid to see if he might be interested in selling his practice—he was! In fact, he was actually so close to retirement that he had already had his practice appraised.


For eighteen months, while Riley stayed in Richmond to complete her residency, I’d drive back and forth from Johnson City on weekends to be with her. During those five-hour drives, I began working through ideas about how I wanted to revamp the practice that I had bought. Even though I was buying an existing practice, I knew what the ideal practice looked like in my mind: it was the best facility and had a highly skilled team with an unrivaled culture. When I shared some of my ideas with my colleagues, they would tell me that I really didn’t need to go all out, as there wouldn’t be that much competition since it was a rural area. But I thought, Why doesn’t our hometown deserve the best? What kind of person would I be if my goal is to just be 1 percent better? My goal was to be the best—no questions asked.


On my first weekend drive to show up as the official new owner of the practice, amid all that planning in my head, I landed on the dreaded financials. Back then, the figures didn’t add up: zero in the bank account with payroll, bills, and student loan payments in the hundreds of thousands of dollars coming due in a matter of weeks. I was filled with an unbelievable amount of stress and anxiety; I kept imagining myself showing up the first day at my newly purchased practice, meeting the team, and having them think to themselves, “This guy’s our new boss? I’m outta here.” I felt that they would think I was going to drive the practice straight into the ground; a big dumpster fire. Thankfully that’s when the senior doctor from whom I bought the practice patted me on the shoulder and said, “It’s going to be OK; you’ll do great.” He was a gentle encourager, and just like any practice owner who takes care of a practice for twenty years, it was like his child. But he graciously handed it over to me and continually encouraged me and told me that he knew it was in good hands.


That’s when I realized that one of the most valuable assets I had was my team. I had a team that was already in place, and I needed to make sure they were on board with who I was and where I was going. I really needed them to see my vision and want to be a part of it. If they bought in, then it was no longer me alone trying to succeed but an entire team. No matter the changes and challenges that the practice would face during the transition—and hopefully the future growth of the practice—I was going to make sure that they were well taken care of. I needed a clear understanding of what my goals were so that I could convey to them where we were headed and why it was advantageous for them, for our patients, and for our community as a whole. Ultimately, no one left because of the transition. Even with a wall full of degrees, I still find that I don’t always have all the answers, but I’m quick to recognize those weaknesses and surround myself with team members who are strong in those areas.


When daydreaming about what a world-class practice would look like, I felt like I was constantly faced with a decision tree of either continuing to play it safe and go with the status quo, or just going all in. I chose to go all in and revamp the physical appearance, the systems that were in place, and most importantly, the office culture—culture would be the key to creating the practice I envisioned. If we had an amazing culture, it would be a practice that patients wanted to come to, and then everything else would fall into place.


I never wanted to build a practice using billboards or coupons, although I know those work for some people. Too often I see orthodontists—or really any business—throw a lot of money into Google ads, or billboards, or direct mailers with the goal of bringing in patients or customers. But the reality is that they are not ready to receive patients because they haven’t built a culture that welcomes people or the systems to onboard new patients or clients. They spend a lot of money just to get the phone to ring, then patients show up, and they still don’t start treatment because the practice is not delivering what the patient was expecting or what they wanted. It’s backward.


Instead, I wanted a practice known for providing world-class treatment because it was staffed by a team that was happy to show up every day and truly valued the patient experience. I was determined that the way we would market the practice would be word of mouth because of our world-class culture. My approach was to get the culture right and then put money into a website and search engine optimization (SEO) to bring in more patients. Today, I am confident that if someone calls my office, because of the team and protocols we have in place, that conversation is handled with the grace and confidence of booking a room at the Ritz Carlton.


Fast-forward seven years, and we have built the practice I dreamt of on those long drives. It’s a state-of-the-art facility that would rival any practice in the country—one where culture drips off of every team member as they engage the community. Our conversion rate—or having a patient decide to start treatment—is in the mid- to high 80 percentile in an industry where standard is 70–75 percent. And in the few years since I took over the practice in 2016, we’ve gone from three hundred to twelve hundred starts per year. But even with that level of success, I still had that fear-of-failure feeling that I had on day one of buying the practice—I was still waiting on the other shoe to drop. Then a friend, who is an elder in our church, told me: “Why not you?” Even with all the visioning and planning and drive for excellence, I always thought someone else would be a better clinician, would have the preeminent culture, or would outperform our practice. But God gave me these talents and put me in a position to not only serve and lead my team but others in our profession—whether it’s a consultation with a patient or a friend wanting some advice—which should give me some confidence because, after all, why can’t it be me who has the right answer?


Still, I know that our success stems directly from patients knowing the minute they walk in—and every minute thereafter—that we’re genuinely thankful they’ve chosen us for treatment; I take that seriously and so does my entire team.


In the chapters ahead, I’m going to share stories and tips about how we arrived at this place. I’ve written this book for two audiences: peers who would like their practice to mirror Sturgill Orthodontics and may be interested in coming in for a visit to see how it’s done and patients or the parents of patients who are looking for a place to bring their child and want to know that they’ve made a good choice. Whether you’re a practicing professional struggling to turn your ship around, taking over a practice and are anxious and want to the know the best way to spend your energy creating a good culture, or maybe someone who is doing a lot of research on what to look for in an orthodontist for your child or yourself, then this book is for you. Because a good culture is something that makes for an enjoyable experience for everyone.




 


PART ONE


Leading with Culture


WELCOME TO A PRACTICE BUILT ON CULTURE. In this part of the book, I share how a successful practice operates and elements of a practice form the leadership perspective; basically, what a leader needs to know to create a successful culture. For peers reading this book, I’m sharing information and ideas to help evolve your practice into one with the ideal culture. At the end of each chapter, I’ve included a summary of takeaways from the chapter, titled “Practice Makes Perfect.” For parents of patients or adult patients, each chapter contains a box titled “The Parents’ Corner” with specific insights just for you on how to identify a culturally focused practice and why it’s the best choice for your treatment.




 


CHAPTER ONE


It Takes a Team


FOR MOST PEOPLE, a trip to the orthodontist is not really a favorite part of the day. They’re taking time out of their busy schedule to put themselves in a vulnerable position at the hands of people they don’t really know all that well. I mean, if we really stop to think about it, it’s crazy. We walk into an office of strangers and allow them to insert sharp metal objects into our mouth and poke around a little to examine the inside of our body. Then we pay for said torture!


But that’s the very reason we built Sturgill Orthodontics to be a different kind of practice. When patients walk through the door at our practice, they’re pleasantly surprised. Why? Because it’s a place where everyone is happy and smiling and where everyone really works together as a team. It’s clear from the minute you walk through the door that something really amazing is happening here. That’s because of the culture we’ve built within.


We’ve made such a concerted effort to have a practice where people want to be that, time and again, patients and parents and other orthodontists have taken notice. It’s not uncommon to hear words and phrases like, “Felt like I walked into an office in New York,” or “How is it possible every person here is happy?” or “I’ve never been to another office like this,” to describe the Sturgill team and the practice itself.


I recently found out it’s extremely rare to have an office like ours. Many doctors whom I know and respect have told me they want a practice that operates like ours, but it’s not what they have now. They want their office to have the same friendly, welcoming, warm culture and a staff that is genuinely happy to help one another out—working as an actual team.


I wrote this book to help you see how our practice became and maintains what it is today and why and how that’s so important to patient care. It all starts first thing in the morning.


The Morning Huddle—More Than Just a Daily Meeting


At Sturgill Orthodontics, we start with a morning huddle. Now, that’s not a new concept, of course. But there are a number of differences to our huddle.


For starters, there is the universal authenticity to how our team cares for one another and for patients. Even at 7:45 a.m., when we’re having our morning huddle, there’s an almost pulsating energy in the room from a team that is excited to tackle the day ahead—together. There’s a sense of warmth and camaraderie, and people who witness it feel it right away. Whether it’s a new team member or a visiting peer, they’re met with a warm and friendly greeting from smiling team members who are genuinely happy, introduce themselves, and welcome the newcomer onboard. At other practices, I’ve been told, newcomers are not introduced right away, and there are no morning huddles; often newcomers are met with an awkward silence, and instead of a morning huddle, everyone just takes their station and starts working. Or if there is a morning huddle, it’s nothing like ours, which has a few specific purposes. Let me tell you about them.


To understand what we’re out to conquer that day. Like any kind of group, whether it’s a sports team or a church mission group, our huddle is about understanding our goals. We’re starting the day off together, so we need to figure out what is ahead of us and how to conquer it together.


To bond the team. The morning huddle is a great time to just make sure that everyone feels included, that no one is left out. That’s important to do every day because, as a team grows, there is a natural tendency for it to segregate and for people to become more independent, more siloed. In any practice, there may be people in administration, in finance, at the front desk, and in clinical roles, and the only time they may really interact with coworkers is in that morning meeting. So, we think it’s crucial to bond at the start of the day in order to continue to feel like a team—every day.


To take the pulse of the team. In the huddle, we go around the group one-by-one to allow everyone to weigh in on the day’s activities. It’s a short meeting, only fifteen to twenty minutes, so it’s typically just a rapid fire from everyone that has something to share. The majority of the time these weigh-ins are about the daily schedule or operational, administrative, or clinical announcements about something other members of the team need to know.


However, this open forum is also an opportunity for the team to share what’s going on in their personal lives. Letting people share some of their personal wins or concerns helps us keep a pulse on the team. We really want to know when someone has really good or bad news to share—they adopted a new pet, bought a new home, their child is sick, or they just found out a beloved family member is terminally ill. When it’s good news, it gives us all something to celebrate. When it’s heavy news, it lets us know that we need to give that person a little extra encouragement or lift that day—they might really be struggling after a sleepless night. That also lets me know that, as a leader, I need to check in on that person and give them a little extra grace that day.


It is uplifting when someone is surrounded by a team that really cares. When they allow themselves to be a little vulnerable, then other members of the team can often bring new perspective and lighten the load for someone carrying an extra burden. It’s not uncommon for tears to be shed in a morning huddle. Having that type of vulnerability is what allows our team to have authentic relationships with one another. But we’re also a place where humor is welcome, and often awkwardly inserted by yours truly, as a way to balance out the serious stuff, like the business of clinical care. I have a pretty zany sense of humor, so it’s not uncommon for the huddle to leave the team laughing and really energized—sometimes a real feat at 7:30 a.m. when people might be a little tired, or slow-starting, or their mind is in a different place.


To deliver inspiration and gratitude. At the end of the huddle, one of the doctors shares something inspirational, a quote or a Bible verse designed to help the team throughout the day, followed by one of the doctors praying for our team and our patients that day. Then we spend a couple of minutes sharing notes from our gratitude journals, which we ask every member of the team to maintain as a way of helping them see all there is to be thankful for.


Coaching for the Huddle


As I mentioned, the morning huddle that we do is nothing new: many practices do one, but often either they have little substance and leave people with a “why bother” attitude or they are very serious briefings, often led by the practice leader or a team lead.


I wanted the Sturgill Orthodontics huddle to be worth showing up for, so over time, I’ve helped coach the team to understand what the meeting is for—and what it’s not for. At our morning huddles, no one person does all the talking. In my experience, when that’s what a morning huddle involves, the members of the team often don’t get much out of the meeting. It’s also important that it not be a lamenting session that drags the team down with irrelevant, negative news: “we used to do it that way but no one liked it,” or “today is going to be so hard and it’s raining,” or just a lot of waah waah that really helps no one.
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