THE TURNING POINT

PRACTICE

Silver linings:
The story of
Dr. Kristen
Ritzau
OVER THE PAST TWO DECADES, we’ve been fortunate to work with

dentists from around the country who have overcome extraordinary

circumstances. As a company that exists to train teams, coach
doctors, and teach practices to overcome hurdles to success, their
stories inspire us.
In this bimonthly series, we share some of these stories with
you. Our hope is that you can identify with these doctors and learn
from them—whether you’ve been through something as trying
or not. Let these doctors inspire you to create your own “turning
point” for success.

—The Scheduling Institute

Kristen Ritzau, DDS, was always a planner. While she was completing
her dental degree at the University of California Los Angeles School
of Dentistry and when she became a successful practitioner upon
graduating from college, her organization and motivation fueled
her accomplishments.
“I always thought I had a good grasp on what life would look
like,” Ritzau said, “both now and in the future.”
Upon graduation, Ritzau took an opportunity at a private practice
an hour away from her hometown of San Clemente, California.
There, she forged relationships with her patients while settling
into a comfortable role, one that would be a feather in the cap for
most newly minted practitioners. What Ritzau realized, however,
was that the next step in her career wasn’t presenting itself. As her
twenties drew to a close, she realized she wanted more.
Setting out to own her own practice seemed like the next logical
step—although at least subconsciously, she admits, she wasn’t sure
if she was ready. But as she continued to care diligently for her
patients as an employee, she was approached about an opportunity
to purchase an office. It came at a time of introspection for the usually
calculated Ritzau. She and her husband Cory were expecting their
first child, which presented some uncertainty. “We started thinking,
what are the next nine months going to look like? How about the
next year?” she said.
With the prospect of parenthood looming, the couple decided
against the opportunity. They politely declined the offer and focused
on preparing for their new addition.
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A few weeks later, in the summer of 2012, everything changed.
While at a routine ultrasound appointment, Ritzau received the
worst news for an expectant mother. “We found out that our baby
no longer had a heartbeat. It was devastating,” she said. “Suddenly,
the life I was imagining for that child was gone. [My husband] and
I were forced to reevaluate everything.”
While taking time to grieve, she and her husband, Cory, decided
it was important to return to Ritzau’s hometown of San Clemente.
“Tragedy has a way of stripping the things away that don’t matter
and revealing what’s inside of your heart,” shared Cory. “And through
that experience, you could tell Kristen’s strongest desire was to
be home, near family.”

Two months later, Ritzau called the broker who had originally
offered the San Clemente practice. She learned it was still for sale.
Just before Christmas 2012, Ritzau became the owner of a threeroom, one-employee dental office.
Though the previous owner had been established in the
community for decades and had a reputation for quality work,
his practice had been scaled back. It was laden with outdated
technology and equipment.
Ultimately, Ritzau decided she would need to retain her
associateship while building Shoreline Dental. Three times each
week, she commuted an hour and did what she could to grow her
investment. “It seems pretty intense, looking back at it,” she said.
During this transitional period, Ritzau attended a presentation
by Jay Geier of Scheduling Institute to a group of UCLA alumni. It
was then that she started to think about her business differently.
“Cory and I didn’t even know how to answer our [practice’s] phones,”
Ritzau said, “let alone understand that a best-practices approach
to growing the practice was from the front office outward.”
After the event, Ritzau was motivated to foster change. She
implemented technological advances and made cosmetic updates
to the facility. Priorities included transitioning from paper charts
to a computerized system and using digital x-rays instead of film.
She also hired two hygienists to supplement her services. The
practice was starting to blossom.
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During this early period of growth, Ritzau soon learned of
another blessing. She was pregnant again. She would later give
birth to her first child.
Ritzau took maternity leave in 2014 and found doctors to cover
for her. However, the mountain of responsibilities made her feel
inadequate. She felt like she owed it to her staff to be present, but she
also had a newborn to care for. At certain moments, Ritzau felt like
giving up, but once again, a silver lining appeared. She wasn’t sure
what dental consultants could do for her practice, but she reasoned
that working with a team that valued organization, planning,
and attention to detail would be a benefit. She remembered the
lessons learned from Geier and reached out for his assistance, thus
starting what would become an ongoing business relationship.
“Scheduling Institute exposed us to a lot of the elements of
running and growing a business,” Ritzau said. “We learned the
importance of knowing our numbers, setting goals, and tracking
those numbers to make sure they were aligned.”
Ritzau grew to become a better business owner and employer.
She doubled Shoreline Dental’s on-site training, sending its team
to seminars and workshops. She learned about wealth mastery
and cash-flow management.
While Ritzau continued to make gains in her practice, she
learned in 2016 that she was again pregnant. Ritzau created her
first leadership team and hired her first associate dentist as a
means of allowing the practice to thrive in her absence.
The future was bright for Ritzau and her growing family. While
getting ready to have her second child, the family termed 2017 “The
Big Year.” They set out an ambitious goal of increasing Shoreline
Dental’s sales substantially—even without its lead practitioner.
Ritzau came back from maternity leave refreshed. Her practice
surpassed the sales goal she had established for her absence. She
also discovered she was passing the inspiration she received from
her business training to her staff. “If you would’ve asked me five
years ago, it would’ve been tough for me to envision,” she said.
Ritzau’s story is not just about grief and triumph. It is also about
how trust and inspiration can hold a dedicated group of people
together. Ritzau is now eager to pass on what she’s learned to
fellow practitioners. The first lesson, she says, is to step back and
envision your life and your practice. Once you’ve done this, create
a plan to make the vision a reality. Accept that while it will take
planning and hard work, it will be worth it. “Work with a team that
can help you see the long-term benefits, which makes it easier to
commit to your goals,” she said.
Finally, partner with trusted and intelligent people who have
made it through the process—and stick with them. “I have now
seen the fruits of that type of effort, including the professional
development and personal success of my team members and
leaders,” she said. “It makes the whole process of building a business
that much easier—when you have a team that you can fall back
on and trust.”
Author’s note: The Scheduling Institute would like to thank
Jordan Bressler for his contributions to this article.

