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Preventing Financial Flatline: 7 Money-Management Tips for Young Doctors 

and Dentists 
Starting a medical or dental career can be stressful indeed. There’s simply no reason, notes John 
Vento, any young doctor or dentist should add to that stress by making poor financial decisions. 

He provides guidance on how they can set themselves up for bright financial futures. 
 

 City, State (March 2013)—If you’re a young doctor or dentist, you can probably relate to 

one of these scenarios: 

Fredericka has just graduated medical school. While she’s thrilled about her new profession, she 
is deeply worried about paying back the $200,000 tuition debt she has accrued. In fact, she has 
moved back home until she can save enough money to get an apartment near the small practice 
she’s joined. Given the massive changes in healthcare, she’s anxious about her long term 
earning potential. She knows she can’t control the future—but she also knows it’s more critical 
than ever before to start out on the right financial foot.  
 
Samuel, on the other hand, feels no such worries. He has just earned his DDS and is ready to 
hang out his (tooth-shaped) shingle. He too has racked up a lot of debt, but is sure that his new 
practice will net him a healthy income. In fact, he already has his eye on a shiny new Porsche. 
He had the chance to join an established practice, but opted instead to take out a loan to set up 
shop in a brand new office building downtown. It will be a couple of months to get up and 
running, but Samuel isn’t worried. Now he’ll have time to get settled into his fancy new condo.   
  

Whether they’re conservative worriers like Fredericka or confident spendthrifts like 

Samuel, many young doctors and dentists find themselves in precarious financial situations. 

That’s why, says John Vento, it’s crucial to seek out sound professional advice from the get-go. 

 “Few doctors or dentists graduate medical or dental school without a mountain of student 

loan debt,” says Vento, president of his New York-based Certified Public Accounting Firm, John 

J. Vento, CPA, P.C., and Comprehensive Wealth Management, Ltd. and author of the new book 

Financial Independence (Getting to Point X): An Advisor’s Guide to Comprehensive Wealth 

Management (Wiley, 2013, ISBN: 978-1-1184-6021-4, $40.00). “And of course, you don’t start 

bringing in the big bucks right out of the gate. Add to that the fact that doctors and dentists are 
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among the busiest professions so there is little time for them to spend on financial and tax 

planning.”  

A CPA and CFP®, Vento and his firm have been specializing in providing financial 

guidance to professional practices for years. In Financial Independence (Getting to Point X), he 

draws on his decades of experience to provide a complete resource for anyone concerned with 

building wealth and financial security in today’s no-guarantee financial environment. 

Authoritative, comprehensive, and up to the minute, it is an essential financial guide for every 

individual and every family.  

“Because doctors and dentists stand to earn more than people in many other professions, 

their opportunities for reaching financial independence are numerous,” says Vento. “But it won’t 

happen without sound financial planning and the wise use of tax strategies.” 

Here are a few tips from Vento to steer doctors and dentists just starting out (and even 

experienced medical professionals in need of a little guidance) in the right financial direction. 

 
Don’t panic about medical/dental school debt, but take smart first steps. According to the 
American Medical Association, 86 percent of medical students graduate with student loan debt. 
In 2011, the average amount of school loan debt for medical school grads was $161,290 and the 
amount for dental school grads is often about the same. That’s a lot of debt to bring into a high-
stress career. Vento’s advice to recent medical graduates is not to panic, but to make cautious 
financial decisions. 
 
“Carrying a lot of debt is a burden, but you can ease that burden with planning,” he notes. “When 
you’re just starting out, carefully budget. Avoid using credit cards—and building up unnecessary 
additional debt. Pay off your highest interest loans first. And if you do have to make a large 
purchase, save up. Keep in mind that your student loan interest may be a useful tax deduction. In 
the early stages of your career, you may be able to deduct as much as $2,500 of your student loan 
interest. However, there are income limitations that may disqualify you from this tax deduction.  
Check with your tax advisor to see if you qualify.”  
 
Start out at an established practice. Sure, it’s probably your dream to have your own practice. 
But opening a practice requires a lot of overhead. You have to find the right space and then make 
the necessary renovations so that it’s suitable for a medical or dental practice. To do that, you 
would likely have to incur more debt, which gets tacked on to what you already owe in student 
loans. And then once you’re set up and ready to go you have to find patients. Yet another tall 
task for someone who’s just starting out.  
 
“For the first two or three years of your career, it’s better to join an established practice,” says 
Vento. “Get the lay of the land and build up your experience without having to worry about the 
business side of running a medical or dental practice. And better yet, you can do all of that while 
saving money.” 



 
Make sure you’re properly insured. Risk management is an essential part of achieving and 
maintaining financial independence. Every doctor and dentist must have malpractice insurance 
coverage.  
 
“As a professional your potential earnings must also be protected and that’s why I recommend 
that every doctor and dentist secure long-term disability coverage,” says Vento. “In the event you 
are unable to work you can still pay your bills and not be forced into bankruptcy. As a 
professional dedicated to helping people maintain their health and wellbeing the value of having 
health insurance must be apparent. When a young professional tells me they cannot afford health 
insurance, my answer is simple you cannot afford to not have this essential coverage.  
 
“When it comes to life insurance I believe that term life can meet the needs of most individuals,” 
he adds. “There is an extensive list of risk management issues that must be included in your 
financial planning strategy. You must meet with your financial planner and insurance advisor to 
determine the type and extent of coverage you need. It’s also important to remember that 
securing some of these coverages while you are young and healthy may allow you to lock in 
lower premium costs over time.” 
  
Find a trusted financial advisor. It’s never too early or too late for this step. Everyone needs a 
trusted advisor whose primary goal will be to help you achieve your long-term 
financial objectives. This trusted advisor should be a financial planner who can analyze your 
financial status and assist you in setting up and implementing a financial program to achieve 
your ultimate goal of financial independence.  Especially when choosing a financial planner, 
there’s no such thing as being too prepared for a meeting. It’s important to ask the right questions 
so that you can rest assured that your advisor is qualified and ideally suited to meet your needs. 
To start, you should try to work with a financial advisor who specializes with working with 
doctors and dentists since he may be in a better position to advise you. Vento also recommends 
seeking answers to the following: 
 

• What are this advisor’s qualifications, areas of expertise, and approach to risk-taking? 
Does this line up with my needs and comfort levels? 

• Are this advisor’s services fee-based, hourly, or based on commission? 
• To what standard of care will this advisor be held: fiduciary or suitability?  
• Will the financial decision-making be customized to me, or does the advisor take one-

size-fits-all approach? 
• Does this advisor offer tax advisory services that will be integrated into my overall 

financial planning? 
• Will I be dealing directly with this advisor throughout my relationship with the firm, or 

will I sometimes see a junior member of the team? 
 
“Of course, this list isn’t exhaustive,” Vento qualifies. “The more research and preparation you 
can do before choosing a financial planner for yourself, the better.” 
 
Start saving for retirement early. The sooner you start saving for retirement the better. By far 
the most significant asset a young doctor or dentist has is time. With the power of compounding, 



starting to save for retirement early will make a dramatic difference to when you can retire and 
how much you will have available.  
 
“Learn the difference between various types of retirement plans,” advises Vento. “Then find out 
what the maximum is that you can contribute to the plans that apply to you. If you are employed 
at a hospital or other medical or dental office that offers a retirement plan such as a 401(k) or a 
403(b) you must take advantage of these plans. Saving money with pre-tax dollars is the 
government’s gift to you in securing a brighter financial future down the road. If your employer 
does not provide a plan then an individual retirement account (IRA) may be the right choice for 
you. If you are in private practice you may be able to take advantage of a Simplified Employee 
Pension (SEP) plan, which allows you to contribute the lower of 25% of your earnings or 
$51,000 in 2013. Which plan is right for you depends on your particular facts and circumstances, 
always consult with a trusted tax and financial advisor before establishing a retirement plan.”  
 
When you are ready to open a practice, assemble a practice management team. Medical 
expertise and business expertise are two very different birds. This is another reason why starting 
off in an established practice can give you a big advantage. By doing so, you can learn the 
business-side of managing a practice from more experienced doctors. “But even when you’re 
ready to take the plunge you still won’t know everything you need to know about starting and 
operating a practice,” says Vento. “That’s why you should put together a team of experts, that 
know the medical and dental practice management industry. This team should include a Certified 
Public Accountant, Certified Financial Planner™, attorney, banker, and insurance advisor  
 
“That’s ok,” he reassures. “There are reasons MBAs and medical degrees are different! Don’t be 
embarrassed about consulting someone to help you manage the business-side of running your 
practice. Put together a practice management team to help you in this process.  
 
Don’t get caught in the spending trap. As you make more, save more. Often young doctors 
and dentists will stick to a budget in their early years but then as they begin to make more money 
they start spending more and saving less. You must live based on your current income and 
expense budget.  
 
“One of the biggest mistakes I have seen people make is to continuously increase their standard 
of living with each salary increase,” says Vento. “Remember pay yourself first, save a minimum 
of 10% of your gross income per year. Then determine your standard of living with what is left. 
Don’t fall into the trap of setting your standard of living first and then trying to determine if there 
is anything left for savings. You must consider saving for the future as an essential line item in 
your budget, which must be fully funded before spending on your wants. Understanding the 
difference between needs and wants is essential to financial security.” 
 
 “Starting a career as a doctor or dentist can be overwhelming,” says Vento. “Having the 

health and well-being of other people in your hands is a tall and important task and one that 

comes with a sizable dose of stress and worry. Don’t add to your worries by managing your 



finances poorly. By taking a few key steps as you begin your career, you can set yourself up for a 

bright future—financial and otherwise.” 
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