
The Five Stages of a Specialty Practice
What It Takes to Build Something That Lasts

by Imtiaz Manji

DENTAL ODYSSEY
The Moonshot Practice



Before the Stages: A Truth We All Know
In life, we are fueled by passion.

A new relationship.
A new home.

A new restaurant we can’t stop thinking about.

There’s something magnetic about beginnings.
We’re lit up by the possibility—by the feeling 

that we’ve found something worth giving ourselves to.  
We pour in energy. We make time. We daydream about what it can become.

But then, inevitably, life shows up.
Schedules fill. Demands grow. And that thing we loved?

It becomes normal.

We don’t stop loving it—we just stop nurturing it.
And unless we are intentional, that spark that once drove us 

turns into something we “used to be excited about.”

This isn’t just true in life.
It’s true in practice.

It’s why we must learn to see what’s coming—
To understand the stages we’re moving through.

Because if you know the pattern,
You can recognize where you’re stuck.

And more importantly—you’ll know what you need to do to move forward.



Why This Matters
We don’t fall into specialty practice by accident.

We earn our way in.
Dental school.

Then specialty school.
Years of study, sacrifice, and pressure.

Ten… twelve… sometimes fourteen years of commitment.

So when we finally graduate and step into practice, it feels like the beginning of  
a dream we’ve been chasing most of our adult lives.

That moment—when we hang the sign, treat our first patient, bring on  
our first team member—That’s where Stage One begins.

And in those early days, something beautiful is present:
The mindset of a startup.

It’s scrappy.
It’s hopeful.

It’s all-in.

You’re not weighed down by systems or scale— 
you’re lifted by belief.

You’re doing things not because you have to— 
but because you get to.

And that mindset?
It’s exactly what defines the first  

two stages of a specialty practice.

Let’s walk through those five stages—and see where you are in your journey.



The journey begins—not with a business plan, 
but with belief.
You’ve worked over a decade to reach this point. 
Dental school. Specialty school.
Late nights, boards, sacrifices, and doubts.
And now—you’re finally ready to build what 
you’ve been dreaming about.
This stage isn’t just about starting a business—it’s 
about defining the kind of care, leadership, and 
community impact the practice will stand for.
The DNA of the practice is shaped here: brand, 
identity, tone, and philosophy.

Early hires are often accidental—but they 
become culture-shaping individuals.
Financial goal: survive, self-fund, and believe 
long enough to get proof.

Stage 1        Vision and Information

Question: What are we building—and why does it matter?
Focus: Purpose, Differentiation, and Belief

This is the stage where we say: We’re not 
building another specialty practice. We’re 
building a different kind of legacy—one 
defined by our values and our vision.”

“

The community is watching.
“Will they last?”
“Should I trust them?”
“Let me try them—and see what happens.”
This is the proving ground. Your vision becomes 
real through what others experience:
How you treat patients.
How you present cases.
And how your results speak for themselves—if 
they do.
You’re also being judged by how well you 
communicate.
Referring doctors are looking for confidence, 
clarity, and commitment.
They want to know you’ll handle the case well, 
return the patient, and deliver the kind of care 
that reflects well on them too.
Trust is everything here.
And it’s earned one interaction at a time.

Systems are still light—most processes live in 
the founder’s head or with a few trusted team 
members.
But the right referrals start to trickle in—not 
just because of your credentials, but because of 
your relationships, consistency, and the early 
reputation you’re starting to build.

Financial focus: you’re barely earning an 
income—often not even what an associate would 
make. What you take home is simply what’s left. 
The challenge is to prove production potential, 
validate case acceptance, and navigate the 
struggle to fund momentum.

Stage 2        Validation Through Trust

Question: Do patients, referring doctors, and team members trust what we say—and 
what we deliver?
Focus: Reputation, Early Referrals, Core Team

This is when the whisper starts: ‘Have you 
heard about them?’

That whisper is the beginning of scale, of 
business, and of vertical mass.”

“



This is where the struggle shifts.
You’re growing—but it doesn’t feel clean. It feels 
heavy.
As the founder, you’re still in every room—
physically or mentally.
You want to step out, but you don’t fully trust the 
team yet.
Roles are fuzzy. Boundaries blur.
You’re trying to define what the front desk 
owns, what assistants should handle, and what 
administrators are accountable for.
You start hiring—hoping that the right person 
will bring the answers.
And when they don’t, you wonder:
“Why can’t they just do it the way I think they 
should?”
It becomes a cycle:
Hire. Hope. Get frustrated. Repeat.
All your energy goes into trying to fix things—so 
you can finally get to your comfort zone.
The work is still one patient at a time.
One referring doctor at a time.
But the questions are getting sharper:
	 n  Who’s sending us referrals—and how often?
	 n  What kind of cases are they sending?
	 n  What are we presenting—and what’s being 

accepted?
	 n  What’s our actual case acceptance rate?
You begin tracking data: consult-to-start ratios, 
treatment completion, referral patterns.

You’re building momentum—but it’s slow, and it’s 
exhausting.
You get more confident in the practice… but not 
always in the people.

At this point, some brand alignment begins to 
take shape—internally and externally.
But it’s fragile.
And eventually, you get to a place of functional 
comfort.

You’ve solved just enough of the chaos to coast.
You still navigate struggles from time to time—
but mostly, you’re in cruise control.
This is where most practices get stuck.
Why? Because they build a solid foundation… 
and then stay there.
They start chasing incremental improvements.
Borrowing other people’s playbooks.
Trying to implement “proven ideas” that don’t 
quite fit their culture.
And wondering why it’s not working.
Culture begins to form here—but often by 
accident.  
Without intention, it becomes incremental 
instead of inspiring.
People get protective. Roles become territorial.
And the founder starts to disappear—not in 
authority, but in relevance.

Stage 3 Stage 3        Operational Maturity

Question: Can we consistently deliver exceptional care without chaos?
Focus: Systems, Role Clarity, Culture of Performance

This is where a practice becomes a team—
and a team becomes a culture.
But unless it’s shaped with clarity and 
intention, that culture will form by default, 
not by design.”

“

How Practices Get Stuck (Even the Good Ones)
Stage 3 is where so many practices lose 
momentum.
Not because they’re not talented.
Not because they’re not committed.
But because they find just enough rhythm to stay 

functional.
The chaos is quieter.
The production is steady.
The practice becomes livable.

continued



But it’s not yet scalable.
And certainly not transformational.

For over four decades, my career has been 
dedicated to helping practices make the leap—
from operational maturity to true strategic 
growth.

And I can tell you with absolute certainty:
This transition is the most exciting—and the 
most frightening.

Why?
Because everything changes.
This is the moment where the vision must 
expand.
Where the founder must grow—or get out of  
the way.
Where investments must be made—into people, 
systems, culture, and strategy.

Some practices at this stage continue to struggle 
with team dynamics.
They can’t quite get role clarity to stick—or trust 
to deepen.
Others find growth stalls unless they raise their 
fees.
But fee increases alone don’t build sustainability.

Some take steps backward—not from lack of 
effort, but because the landscape begins to shift 
around them.
They lose key referring doctors—
Not because relationships break, but because 
those doctors sell their practices to individuals or 
groups.

They begin doing more specialty procedures in-
house.
They bring in traveling specialists.
The list continues.

And as that ecosystem changes, the loyalty that 
once fueled steady referrals begins to fade.
Not out of disloyalty—but because the dynamics 
of referrals are evolving.
We often misread it.
We think, “I must be doing something wrong,” or 
“Maybe they’re not loyal anymore.”
But in reality, the game has changed—and we feel 
the pressure to become something else.

This is the crossroads.
You either reinforce what already exists… or 
reimagine what’s possible.

In the past, navigating this stage was incredibly 
difficult.
But today, the tools are here—
Augmented leadership platforms.
AI-enabled systems.
Strategic infrastructure that wasn’t available 
before.

We now have the power to design this stage with 
clarity, creativity, and courage.

So if you’re at this threshold—don’t settle.
Don’t “optimize” Stage 3.
Transcend it.

Let’s move to Stage 4.

Stage 4Stage 4        Strategic Growth

Question: What does it mean to grow without losing who we are?
Focus: Scale, Specialization, and Strategic Leverage

Growth at this stage isn’t just about more.
It’s about meaningful more.

Stronger referrals.
Better cases.

Clinical excellence and practice excellence—
finally aligned.
And an expanded reputation—without 
compromising your identity.

continued



Stage 4        Strategic Growth

But this doesn’t happen by pushing harder.
It happens by growing wiser.
Leadership can no longer sit on one set of 
shoulders.
To move forward, leadership must be 
distributed—with clear roles, clear focus, and the 
right support.

There are three essential leadership lanes that 
must be filled:
	 n  Referral Growth: A leader dedicated to 

deepening existing referring relationships, 
expanding the breadth of your referral 
network, and increasing the value of every 
new case.

	 n  Patient Progression: A leader responsible 
for treatment acceptance, patient scheduling, 
and ensuring each patient is returned to their 
referring doctor with excellence.

	 n  Practice Success: A leader focused on 
optimizing daily operations, aligning team 
performance, and keeping the schedule 
healthy and sustainable.

Each of these roles unlocks a key pillar of 
scalable growth.

And behind each of these leaders must be a 
supporting structure—a team that helps them 
execute, optimize, and lead.

This is where strategy replaces survival.
Where you no longer grow by effort alone—but 
by design.

You begin to ask:
	 n  What are the systems and strategies I need to 

expand our referral base?
	 n  What will ensure patients are saying yes—and 

returning to their referring doctors?
	 n  What guarantees that my team is aligned, 

productive, and scheduled to capacity?

The answers to those questions become your 
growth architecture.

And this is where something powerful happens:
You are no longer building alone.
You’re surrounded by a community of practices 
that have done this before.

They’ve unhooked themselves from the gravity of 
Stage 3—
From the systems, habits, and routines that once 
stabilized them… but now limit them.

They’ve shown what’s possible—and now, so can 
you.

Because once you begin, you’ll never look back.
You lead with the mindset of a startup—
But with the experience, maturity, and clarity 
earned through everything you’ve built in Stage 3.

continued

This is where growth shifts from working 
harder to working smarter—together.

It’s where you unhook from the weight of what 
you’ve built to finally deliver on the full vision 
you had when you began.”

“

Stage 5Stage 5        Legacy by Design

Question: What are we becoming—and what do we want to set in motion?
Focus: Renewal, Elevation, or Exit

This is the moment where everything comes 
together.

Not just what you’ve built—but who you’ve become 
in the process.

continued



Stage 5        Legacy by Design

If you’ve laid a powerful foundation, and 
surrounded yourself with a capable, aligned 
leadership team, something extraordinary 
becomes possible:
You can choose your next chapter with 
intention—without guilt, fear, or pressure.

For some, this stage is about reinvention:
Bringing in a partner.
Mentoring the next generation.
Practicing 80, 120, or 200 days a year—on your 
terms, with the energy and focus you love most.

Because this isn’t about clocking out.
It’s about living a meaningful life—all 365 days.
For others, it’s a transition:
Stepping back.
Still present. Still influential.
But making space for new leadership to rise.

And for some, it’s a complete exit:
Leaving behind a practice that no longer needs 
you—because it carries your values in its DNA.

This isn’t about retirement.
It’s about redesign.

You’re not escaping the practice.
You’re evolving with it.

You remain the ambassador of what it stands for.
You keep the relationships that matter.
You stay connected to the purpose that first drew 
you in—
But with a rhythm and role that fits your life now.

It looks different for everyone.
But what makes it possible—for anyone—is a fully 
realized Stage 4.

When strategic growth is strong and leadership 
is distributed, Stage 5 becomes your invitation to 
dream again.

Not about leaving.
About living.
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At this stage, your practice stops being a 
place—and becomes a platform.

For others. For impact. For the future.”
“

Conclusion: Why I Came Back
This is what brought me back.

After decades of helping practices grow, lead, 
and transform—I found myself asking a new 
question: What does my future look like?

And the answer was simple:
It’s helping more people reach Stage 4 and Stage 5.

Not just build better practices—
But design lives of meaning, freedom, and 
purpose.

It’s where I’ve seen the most impact.
It’s where I’ve had the most fun.
And it’s where I believe the future of our 
profession truly begins.


