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There are many concerns in making the right 

financial decisions, especially in the field of 

dentistry. These concerns will shift throughout a 

dentist’s career. In the first five years, a common 

question is, “How do I most effectively pay down 

debt while taking care of my family and planning 

for my future?” Mid-career dentists often ask, 

“How do I review my current investment and 

savings plans and ensure I’m on the right path?” 

Dentists nearing retirement commonly ask, “How 

do I analyze my options for a succession plan?” 

All of these concerns will be addressed in this 

three-part series of articles, “Planning for and 

Protecting Your Wealth.”

I have a special understanding of the needs and 

challenges that dentists face after having grown 

up in a dental family. As a Certified Financial 

Planner™ (CFP®) professional, I’ve worked dentists 

through all of these questions, and more. This 

first article starts at the beginning and addresses 

the concerns of a dentist just starting out in their 

career. Dentists in this phase are looking for 

guidance to help build a strong foundation for 

their future. Advice for these concerns can be 

summarized in five points:
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Managing School Debt 

The number one concern I have seen for young 

dentists is managing school debt. On average, 

today’s dentist graduates school with debt 

ranging from $150,000 to $250,000. This debt 

is oftentimes financed at rates as high as 6–8%. 

One of the ways to manage or reduce this 

burden is to refinance your debt once you have 

obtained full-time employment.

One company that offers this type of solution 

is a California-based company by the name of 

Social-Finance, or SoFi. SoFi provides loans to 

graduate-level employees at rates that are very 

competitive to those of traditional loans and 

can be as low as 50% of the average rate.

Managing Risk 

One of the risks that dentists face today is 

becoming professionally disabled. Given this 

fact, disability insurance may be of the utmost 

importance. An important factor in obtaining 

disability insurance lies within the policy’s 

definition of the term “own occupation.” Every 

policy has a different explanation of “own occ,” 

so it is imperative the definition is clearly stated. 

The standard for “own occupation” is the 

occupation you were engaged in at the time 

your disability began. A common mistake is in 

obtaining a less expensive disability policy that 

is “own occupation” for 2–5 years. I believe it is 

crucial that your policy is noncancellable and is 

renewable to age 65. Another common mistake 

that I urge dentists to avoid is neglecting to 

provide for additional coverage as their income 

increases. This is referred to as a “future increase 

option rider” and can be essential to protecting 

one’s wealth and lifestyle.

Another type of risk that young dentists should 

be mindful of can be managed through life 

insurance. Life insurance provides a means to 

protect your family from school debt, mortgage 

debt, and loss of income in the event of an 

untimely death. At the beginning of one’s career, 

I recommend inexpensive term coverage and 

to defer any additional funds to paying down 

student debt or saving for retirement. In this 

scenario, premiums are fixed year after year and 

prove to be more affordable as opposed to age-

based policies where the premiums can increase 

every five years. 
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Saving for Both Short-Term 
Emergencies and Long-Term 
Retirement 

In the first few years of your career, establish an 

emergency fund. It is recommended for a household 

with one income to have six months’ worth of living 

expenses on hand or half of that in a household 

with two or more sources of income. These savings 

will serve as a buffer in the unfortunate event of 

reduced income or unexpected expenses. 

Another frequent problem I see is young 

professionals waiting until later in their career to 

begin saving for retirement. This is of monumental 

concern. There are two probable consequences 

to this oversight. The lack of foresight can keep 

dentists tied to the dental chair longer than 

anticipated, or they have to save significantly 

more of their income to catch up. I believe that at 

a minimum, dentists should be saving 20–30% of 

their pre-tax income. 

Establishing a Wealth  
Management Strategy 

A good financial advisor will oversee all aspects 

of wealth transfer, wealth protection, and wealth 

enhancement. The role of a CFP® professional 

includes advising their client of the options for 

paying down debt, avoiding risk by comparing 

disability and life insurance policies, and planning 

short-term and long-term savings strategies to 

handle both emergencies and retirement. Working 

with a CFP® professional helps confirm that you and 

the team you have chosen are on the same page 

and working together in a coordinated effort. Some 

questions you may want to ask when interviewing 

financial planners are: Have you worked with dentists 

before, and if so, how many? Are you familiar with 

the term “own occ”? What is your perspective on 

investment consulting vs. wealth management?
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Charlie Cooke is a wealth advisor specializing in helping 

successful dentists in North Carolina. Having grown up around 

the business, he understands the challenges that dental 

professionals face and enjoys making a difference with his 

dental clients. His experience with the dental industry began 

early: His father has been a member of the dental profession 

for over 35 years. 

With almost two decades of financial services experience, 

Charlie worked in North Carolina and New York. Charlie has 

offices in Wilmington, where he resides, and also in Goldsboro. 

He attended the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and has a BA in Economics. 

He is committed to giving back to his community. He has worked on behalf of The Boys & 

Girls Club, The Boy Scouts of America, and is a member of the Military Affairs Committee 

at Seymour Johnson Air Force Base in Goldsboro.

Hiring the Right Team 

Just as one of the fundamental keys to success 

in investing may be diversification, working 

with a team of specialists can help you achieve 

more collectively than independently. An estate 

planning attorney can ensure that you have the 

proper documents in place in the incident of a 

health event or your unfortunate passing. These 

documents can include but are not limited to a 

will, a healthcare power of attorney, a durable 

power of attorney, and a living will. A certified 

public accountant (CPA) is extremely important, 

especially in the event that you choose to buy 

into or start your own dental practice. A CPA can 

help you in the formation of your business, from 

entity structure to tax planning. By implementing 

the appropriate retirement plan with your CFP® 

professional, a CPA can help you realize how to 

best mitigate income taxes and save for retirement 

based on your particular situation.

In conclusion, this first installment gives some 

of the key advice young professionals can use 

to help ensure that their circumstances, needs, 

and aspirations remain well managed. This 

makes room for dentists’ emerging careers to 

continue being the center of their attention. The 

next installment of this series will continue with 

the unique needs and questions that arise in a 

midcareer dental professional.
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