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Massaging More Than Your Gums 
Dentists Brush Up Practices 
With Spa-Like Amenities; 
A Root Canal, Then a Facial 

D RAPED IN OVERSIZE fuzzy blan- 
kets, Mairym Carlo was reclining 
in a vibrating musical massage 

chair getting a hot wax hand treatment. 
She was also having gum surgery. 
Traumatized by a gum operation two 

years ago, Ms. Carlo, a 27-year-old disc 
jockey in Atlanta, decided to check out an 
ad for a "dental spa" when another tooth 
problem arose. It may sound like an 
oxymoron, but dentists across the country 
are transforming their offices - those 
dreaded chambers of drills and other 
scary chrome contraptions - into some- 
thing resembling a day spa. The new 
accoutrements include everything from 
complementary limousine service, facials 
and foot massages to more simple luxu- 
ries like lavender-and-lemon infused hot 
towels and cups of tea. Some dentists are 
even offering chocolate chip cookies to 
waiting patients, all in the interest of 
making them happy and keeping them 
coming. 

The motivation is simple economics: 
Americans' teeth are much healthier than 
they were 25 to 30 years ago. Even the 
common cavity isn't as common 
anymore. The average adult aged 18 to 34, 
for instance, has 20 permanent teeth 
without filhgs or decay today compared 
with 16 in the 1970s, according to the U.S. 
Surgeon General. 

Consequently, dentists are scrambling 
to find new ways to bring in patients. 
Cosmetic dentistry was a start. Whiten- 
ings and other cosmetic procedures, not 
usually covered by insurance, more than 
tripled between 1996 and 2000, according 
to the American Academy of Cosmetic 
Dentistry. Spa dentistry is the next step. 

While the major spa dental practices 
are largely concentrated in big cities, 
other dentists are also "doing more to 
make the visit as comfortable as pos- 
sible," ranging from scented candles to 
offers of coffee to patients, says Scotts- 
dale, Ariz., dental consultant Shurli Wil- 
kinson. 

Some in the profession scorn the trend. 
L. Jackson Brown, director of health-care 
policy research for the American Dental 
Association, calls it "a type of boutique 

Dr. Okuda's Dental Day Spa in Honolulu provides a relaxing atmosphere and beautiful 
smiles 

dentistry" and doesn't believe "it's going 
to become a major factor" in the field. 
After all, he says, "Who wants to go to a 
spa to get dental work?" 

But Ms. Carlo, the patient who got gum 
surgery and a manicure at the same time, 
was satisfied. "I'm still waiting for a guy 
to treat me that good," she says. Now, 
she visits the spa dentist for cleanings 
every three months and doesn't mind 
plunking down the extra $60 a visit. 
Baking Bread 

Debra Gray King, the dentist Ms. Carlo 
went to in Atlanta, became intrigued with 

cosmetic dentistry in the 1990s after 
finding the procedures to be not only 
more lucrative, but "more fulfilling than 
filling holes all day." About three years 
ago, she began revamping her practice to 
give it a relaxing aura. First, she got rid 
of the "antiseptic" smell of her office by 
baking bread and chocolate chip cookies 
and offering them to patients. 

After receiving raves, she went "to the 
next level," she says. She hired a mas- 
sage therapist to massage patients' feet 
and bought "virtual reality" goggles that 
allow patients to watch movies while she 
prods inside their mouths. 
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Collagen With Your Crown? A growing number of dental 
offiws, like ;this me in Arizona, odjcr "spa" services 

Floss and Gloss 
A growing number of dentists are trying to lure patients with spa services in addition to the standard 
dental treatments. Here's a sampling of offerings from dental spas in five cities 

DENllSTILOCAllON WEBSE SERVICES 

Wynn Ok&$ w.cosmeticdentistryhawaii Will help plan a 'Hawaiian Smile Vacation" 
Honolulu .com araund your dental appointment Services 

include limousine oick ua, inassag;es and movies. 

Atlanta Center www.georgiasmiles.com Offers massages, big blankets, and paraffin wax 
for CosmetJc hand treatments. Coming soon: "Zen" dental 
Dentlstrv chairs that vibrate to musical tones. 

Jeff Golub-Evans, wvm.dentalduplex.com Patients can sunbathe out in the garden 
New Yark Ci while having their teeth whitened. A make-up 

artist will even come in to apply makeup for 
anywhere from $75 to $175. 

Dallas Dental Spa www.dallasdentalspa.com OfFers massages and movies. An on-staff 
aesthetician will even perform 
'microdermabrasion" facial treatments 
for patients. 

Glace Sun, www.sundds.com Complimentary snacks from a refreshment 
Los Angeles bar and a vibrating dental chair. 

The demand has been so positive that 
Dr. King's practice revenue quadrupled to 
$4 million since she began offering the 
services. When she moved into her 
current office, she says, "I took up half of 
this space, thinking there is no way I can 
use the whole thing," she says. Now, she 
is moving her practice to a mansionlike 
facility that is three times bigger. 
More Referrals 

The increased costs of starting a spa- 
dentistry practice "more than pays for 
itself in happy patients and referrals," 
says Dr. King. She points out that the hot- 
wax machine she uses for hand treat- 
ments, for instance, only cost her $150 
and the treatment itself "takes 60 seconds 
of our time, but the response is so over- 
whelming," she says. 

In planning his new Honolulu facility, 
Wynn Okuda interviewed patients and 
reflected on his own childhood fears about 
going to the dentist. 'We hope to dismiss 
a lot of the past history of dentistry about 
pain and suffering, and that's where the 
spa amenities come in," he says. "The 
best patient is one that's relaxed." 

Besides offering such services as a limo 
ride to the office and massages all day, 
his practice also offers to plan your 
"Hawaiian Smile Vacationn around a visit 
to his office. "If I can make life better for 
more patients, then more patients will 
come to the dentist," says Dr. Okuda, 
president of the American Academy of 
Cosmetic Dentistry. 

But it's not all about big spas. Even 
dentists with standard-looking offices are 
dabbling in similar services. At his wife's 
urging, Paul Tanners, a New York City 
dentist, hired a masseuse last year and 
added a plastic surgeon to his practice, 
who comes in twice a week to offer clients 
botox and collagen treatments. So far, he 
has seen a % increase in business and 
is considering a product line of "facial 
stuff" as well as hot towels. 

As Dr. Tanners's 59-year-old patient 
Ralph Christian gets his mouth poked in a 
dental chair while a Cher tune emanates 
from the next room, his feet are being 
massaged. "It's a distraction from the 
mouth," he manages to say. 


