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Executive Summary
Price transparency offers the greatest 

differentiation opportunity

Value perception and access create significant 

competitive advantages

Shared decision-making remains a critical 

differentiator

Clinical skill, patient consideration, and empathy 

show the least variation  
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With the highest standard deviation across all experience metrics, how 

practices communicate costs and financial information varies dramatically 

from the patient perspective, creating the single biggest opportunity to stand 

out.

Value and ease of access show substantial variation, indicating that practices 

excelling in these areas can meaningfully differentiate themselves from 

competitors.

Despite being highlighted in previous research, shared decision-making 

continues to show high variability, suggesting many practices have yet to 

master this patient-centered approach.

Clinical skill, patient consideration, and empathy demonstrate relatively low 

standard deviations, suggesting these fundamentals are more consistently 

delivered across practices.
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Section

Why Patient Experience Defines 
Practice Success
In today's dental market, clinical competence is 

no longer enough to guarantee practice growth. 

Patients have more choices than ever, and their 

decisions increasingly hinge on the complete 

experience rather than clinical credentials alone.

As we’ve explored in previous whitepapers, 

research consistently shows that practices 

delivering superior patient experiences achieve 

higher revenue growth, better case acceptance 

rates, and significantly more referrals. Patients 

who have positive experiences are dramatically 

more likely to return for ongoing care and 

complete recommended treatment plans.

Yet most practices struggle to identify where 

their experience truly differs from competitors. 

They invest equally across all touchpoints, hoping 

something will stick. Meanwhile, smart practices 

focus their improvements where patients notice 

the biggest differences between providers - 

creating meaningful competitive advantages 

that translate directly to business results.

This research reveals exactly where those 

differences lie.

Understanding 

Differentiation Through 

Variability

When dental practices ask how to stand 

out in an increasingly competitive market, 

the answer isn’t always obvious. While 

conventional wisdom might suggest focusing 

on clinical excellence or office aesthetics, our 

data reveals a different story about where 

practices can truly differentiate themselves.

To identify the biggest opportunities for 

differentiation, we analyzed over 100,000 

recently completed patient-provided data 

points across DifferentKind’s 14 experience 

metrics. Rather than simply looking at 

average scores, we examined standard 

deviation - a straightforward statistical 

measure that reveals how much responses 

vary across different practices for each 

metric.
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Why standard deviation 

matters for differentiation:

High standard deviation indicates that patients 

notice significant differences between practices 

in that area. When patients experience widely 

varying levels of service across different 

dental offices for a particular aspect of care, 

those practices that excel in that area have a 

meaningful opportunity to stand out.

Low standard deviation suggests that most 

practices perform similarly in that area. While 

these aspects of care remain important 

for patient satisfaction, they offer limited 

opportunities for competitive differentiation 

because patients experience relatively 

consistent service levels across practices.

This approach reveals where the patient 

experience battlefield truly lies - not necessarily 

where we might expect it.

Practical Application

  

Focus improvement efforts on high-variability 

areas where excelling can create meaningful 

competitive advantages rather than investing 

equally across all experience metrics.
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Section

The Top Three Differentiation 
Opportunities

Price Transparency: The Ultimate Differentiator

Price transparency emerged as the area with the greatest variation in patient experience across 

practices. This finding challenges the common assumption that patients don’t want to discuss 

costs or that financial conversations should be minimized.

The high standard deviation in price transparency suggests that while some practices have 

mastered clear, upfront communication about costs, treatment options, and 

financial expectations, many others leave patients confused, surprised, or 

frustrated about financial aspects of their care.

Practical Application

Develop standardized processes for cost discussions, 

provide written estimates, explain insurance coverage 

clearly, and ensure all team members can confidently 

discuss financial aspects of care. Consider 

implementing technology solutions that provide real-

time benefit verification and cost estimates.

Why this creates differentiation opportunity

Patients increasingly expect healthcare transparency, and dental 

care often involves significant out-of-pocket expenses. Practices that 

excel at clear financial communication build trust before treatment 

even begins, while those that struggle with price transparency create 

anxiety and erode confidence.
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Value Perception: Beyond 

Just Price

Value perception shows the second-highest 

variability, indicating significant differences 

in how patients assess the worth of their 

dental care experience relative to its cost. 

This metric goes beyond price transparency 

to encompass the overall value proposition.

High variability in value perception 

suggests that some practices successfully 

communicate and deliver exceptional value, 

while others may struggle to help patients 

understand the worth of their investment in 

oral health.

Why this creates 

differentiation opportunity

In an era where patients have more 

healthcare choices than ever, those who 

feel they received excellent value become 

loyal advocates, while those who question 

the value of their investment actively 

seek alternatives. Practices that excel at 

demonstrating value through education, 

outcomes, and service create patients who 

are willing to pay premium fees and refer 

others, while those that fail to communicate 

value compete primarily on price.

Practical Application  

Focus on helping the patients find their own 

long-term benefits of treatment, not just 

demonstrating expertise through patient 

education. When patients find their own 

voice, they are able to more easily justify 

the investment. Consider training tools for 

staff that help foster curiosity and follow-up 

protocols that reinforce treatment value.

Interested in learning more? Check out 

our recent webinar on improving value 

perception with Margaret McGuckin here!

Ease of Access: Removing 

Barriers

Access encompasses scheduling flexibility, 

appointment availability, communication 

channels, and overall ease of engaging with 

the practice. The high standard deviation 

indicates dramatic differences in how 

accessible practices feel to patients.

Why this creates 

differentiation opportunity

Modern patients expect convenience and 

flexibility in their healthcare interactions. 

Practices that remove friction from the 

patient journey capture appointments that 

competitors lose to scheduling conflicts 

or communication difficulties. When 

patients can easily book, reschedule, and 

communicate with a practice, they’re more 

likely to complete recommended treatment 

and refer others. Meanwhile, practices 

with rigid systems or poor accessibility lose 

patients before they ever experience the 

clinical care.

Practical Application 
 
Evaluate and streamline appointment 

scheduling processes, expand 

communication options (text, email, phone), 

consider extended hours, and regularly 

assess potential barriers from the patient 

perspective.
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Section

The Middle Ground - Significant 
But Addressable

Shared Decision-Making: 

Still Underutilized

Despite being identified as crucial in previous 

DifferentKind whitepapers, shared decision-

making continues to show high variability. 

This suggests that while some practices 

have embraced patient-centered treatment 

planning, many have yet to consistently 

involve patients as partners in their care 

decisions.

Why this creates 

differentiation opportunity

Patients increasingly want to be informed 

partners in their healthcare decisions 

rather than passive recipients of prescribed 

treatment. Practices that excel at shared 

decision-making create patients who feel 

heard, understood, and confident in their 

treatment choices, leading to higher case 

acceptance and treatment completion rates. 

Conversely, practices that make decisions 

for patients rather than with them often 

face resistance, lower case acceptance, 

and patients who seek second opinions 

elsewhere.

Practical Application  

Train all clinical staff on shared decision-

making principles, develop decision aids 

for common treatment choices, and create 

systems that ensure patient preferences and 

values are consistently incorporated into 

treatment planning.

Want to dive deeper? Check out our recent 

webinar on shared decision making with Dr. 

Mark Doherty, Dr. Zachary Brian, and Janet 

Hagerman here!

After-Visit Management: 

The Forgotten Touchpoint

Post-appointment communication and 

follow-up care show substantial variation, 

indicating an often-overlooked opportunity 

for differentiation. How practices manage 

the patient experience after the visit can 

significantly impact overall perception and 

outcomes.

Why this creates 

differentiation opportunity

The post-visit experience often determines 

whether patients view their care as complete 

and successful or feel abandoned after 

treatment. Practices that excel in after-

visit management reduce post-treatment 

anxiety, prevent complications through 

clear guidance, and demonstrate ongoing 

commitment to patient outcomes. This 

creates confident patients who trust the 

practice for future needs. Meanwhile, 

practices that provide minimal post-visit 

support leave patients uncertain about their 

care and more likely to contact competitors 

for follow-up concerns or future treatment.

Practical Application  

Implement systematic post-visit 

communication protocols, provide clear 

aftercare instructions, and establish 

proactive follow-up systems for both routine 

and complex treatments.
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Section

The Foundation - Where 
Practices Already Excel

Clinical Skill: The Expected 

Excellence

Clinical skill shows relatively low variability, 

suggesting that patients generally 

experience consistent levels of clinical 

competence across practices. While clinical 

excellence remains fundamental, it offers 

limited differentiation opportunity because 

most practices meet patient expectations in 

this area.

If you want more clinical skill exploration, 

check out our recent webinar with Dr. Barry 

Bartusiak and Brooke Crouch from Elevate 

Oral Care here!

Patient Consideration and 

Empathy: Consistently 

Delivered

Patient consideration and empathy show the 

lowest variability of all metrics. This indicates 

that dental practices generally deliver 

consistent levels of caring, considerate 

interaction with patients.

Practical Application  

Patient consideration and empathy show the 

lowest variability of all metrics. This indicates 

that dental practices generally deliver 

consistent levels of caring, considerate 

interaction with patients.
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Section

Strategic Implications for 
Practice Growth
The differentiation landscape revealed by our variability analysis suggests a strategic shift in 

how practices should approach competitive positioning. Rather than assuming that clinical 

excellence or interpersonal warmth will set them apart, successful practices should focus their 

improvement efforts on the areas where patient experience varies most dramatically.

The Three-Tier Differentiation Strategy:

This doesn’t diminish the importance of clinical excellence or patient care fundamentals. Rather, 

it acknowledges that these areas are generally well-executed across practices and suggests 

that competitive advantage lies elsewhere.

Tier 1 - Maximum Impact 

(Focus Here First):

•  Price transparency

•  Value perception  

•  Ease of access

Tier 3 - Maintain 

Excellence:

•  Clinical skill

•  Patient consideration  

•  Empathy

Tier 2 - Significant 

Opportunity:

•  Shared decision-making

•  After-visit management

Practical 

Application  

Allocate improvement 

resources proportionally 

to differentiation 

opportunity. Invest heavily 

in systems and training 

for high-variability 

areas while maintaining 

existing strengths in low-

variability fundamentals.
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Understanding where your practice stands relative to these variability patterns can reveal your 

most promising paths to competitive differentiation. Rather than guessing which improvements 

will matter most to patients, let data guide your strategic decisions.

Ready to Identify Your 
Organization’s Biggest 
Differentiation Opportunities?
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Ready to Identify Your Practice’s Biggest 

Differentiation Opportunities?

Get in touch at hello@differentkind.com


