








ing to sell me an extreme makeover in
my mouth,” Inge says. She says that a
hygienist even persuaded her to buy a
$100 ultrasonic toothbrush and a $20
bottle of mouthwash. “I escaped,” she
says, “when they were trying to sell me
a tongue cleaner.” The practice’s office
manager says the practice doesn’t push
products and that recommending seal-
ants is its standard procedure for some
adult patients.

~ Although cemplamts of up-selling
are hardly unique to dentistry, experts
worry that consumers are particularly
vulnerable when it comes from a dental
authority figure. Dental professionals
have always operated with fewer de-
finitive, diagnostic tests than medical
doctors, putting patients in a position of
taking them at their word. And as more
patients skip the dentist, the financial
pressure to extract more money from
each patient becomes more intense.
There are salaries to pay for hygienists
and assistants, mortgages to keep up
with, and six-figure equipment loans to
pay off. “You want to believe overtreat-
ment isn’t happening,” Ball says, “but
almost every hygienist has seen it.”

Of course, most dentists hold them-
selves to high ethical standards and
wouldn’t overtreat. But for now con-
sumer advocates and warier patients
‘are coming up with some self-defense
tactics. Some are asking their dentist
for copies of their X-rays so they can
get low-cost second opinions. Others
are paying close attention to how the
dentist discusses their treatment. Be-
cause few painless conditions require
same-day intervention, Strassler says,
consumers should be leery of practitio-
ners who say otherwise. But in general,
more salesmanship at the dentist office
may just be becoming a new fact of life.
“We’re still getting the same business in
this economy,” says Williams, the den-
tist offering reward points. “We’re just
battling harder to getit.” &
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MILLING MACHINE.
COST: $100,000 =299 ceramic crowns

WHY IT’S POPULAR: |t can whittle a block
of ceramic into a crown within 10 minutes.
Dentists save on lab costs, and consumers
are spared the need for multiple visits.

DOWNSIDE: Machine-made crowns aren't
always as strong as handmade ones,
says Steven David, a professor at the
New York University College of Dentistry.
This can hasten the need for expenerve
replacements.
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IN-MOUTH CAMERA
COST: $3,000 = 19 fillings

allow better visibility inside the mouth.

DOWNSIDE: Howard Strassler, a
professor at the University of Maryland
Dental School in Baltimore, says these
so-called intraoral cameras can promote
unnecessary treatment. "Patients see a

the big screen,’ Strassler says, “and they
want the dentist to operate.’
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