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Praise for Make Them Smile

“From humble beginnings in a faraway land to the pinnacle of success in America as a CEO and visionary leader, Dr. Ahmed takes readers on a moving journey through the major obstacles he faced, the challenges he overcame, and the successes he has achieved. I was captivated by his remarkable story and learned invaluable lessons on the power of leadership, optimism, and the unrelenting pursuit of excellence.”

—Todd Hirsch, Senior Managing Director of Tactical Opportunities, Blackstone

“The American Dream lives! And it lives in the spirit of Sulman Ahmed, who, as an immigrant, has done what millions of immigrants before him have done: indelibly altered the face of American society. Determination, adaptability, persistence against the worst of odds—Dr. Ahmed has it all in spades, and his story, compellingly told in this book, serves as a powerful reminder of the transformative power of diversity and the immeasurable contributions that immigrants bring to the fabric of society. I am honored to call Sulman a friend, and I deeply admire his ability to embrace the unknown and create his own opportunities and success.”

—Wan Kim, CEO and Chairman of the Board, Smoothie King

“Effective leadership sits at the heart of any high-performing service business. As a leader, Sulman has no peers. I had the privilege of working with him as DECA Dental’s first finance partner and discovered that, like other great leaders, Sulman contains countless paradoxes. He can command a room while relating to everyone from the biggest boardroom personalities to the humblest frontline workers. He competes, fiercely, but without alienating his allies or opponents. He manifests his future through a steadfast commitment to his vision but retains the flexibility to adapt when necessary. He’s an incredible judge of character without coming across as judgmental or condescending. He’s serious about life, work, and his goals but never takes himself too seriously. He can laugh about himself and his mistakes but never does so at the expense of others. He can unite people and organize them to achieve the unimaginable. His book offers us powerful lessons on how to live and lead a little more like him. I hope we’re ready to listen, too, because if we do, the world will benefit.”

—J. R. Davis, Managing Partner, Blue Sea Capital

“At Tufts University School of Dental Medicine (TUSDM), we aim to be global leaders in oral health and train the world’s dentists. As the Dean of TUSDM, I can’t think of anyone who better embodies our mission than Dr. Ahmed. He is a natural-born leader who sets an example of respect, drive, and empathy. It is this last quality that makes me most proud to be associated with him. We all should strive to embrace this human quality, and it is this quality that has driven Dr. Ahmed to be an entrepreneur and innovator. He has expanded access to top-tier oral health care throughout America and proved a shining example to dentists everywhere. And now, with this book, he has done the same for our new business leaders.”

—Nadeem Karimbux, DMD, MMSc, Dean, Tufts University School of Dental Medicine

“Sulman has done the unthinkable: scaled a medical services company without sacrificing quality of care. He knows people, he knows business, and he knows how to lead. Thanks to his vehement commitment, he has succeeded (and will continue to) in whatever he sets his mind to. Read this book. It contains knowledge that will forever help you in business and in life.”

—Jay Adair, Co-CEO, Copart
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FOREWORD

America is an amazing country in many ways, but what stands out is the level of entrepreneurship in the nation. Today there are 31 million entrepreneurs in the United States according to the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, and that is about 16 percent of the adult workforce. Moreover, 5 percent of adults have started a business at some point in their lives. Many are successful, but many of these businesses fail.

The book you are about to read is a true story about entrepreneurship, but it is also about reinventing an industry of “necessity” to meet the needs of the customer—or, in this case, the patient. Sulman not only takes you on his personal journey from Zimbabwe to Dallas, Texas, but he also demonstrates with great examples the different strategies that need to be applied to businesses that operate at different stages of development. He takes you from start-up to midstage and midstage to maturity. In truth, you never get to maturity because the great entrepreneur continues to challenge the status quo and find ways to make their business even better.

This is not just a business textbook. Sulman tells a story about tackling an industry that needed redefining. He is focused on making DECA Dental the “Starbucks of the dental world.” He describes how he has overcome many frustrations and barriers. Sulman is truly a game changer who has succeeded. Take this book and imagine your own potential journey as you dream about becoming a successful entrepreneur.

Nigel Travis, former CEO/Chair, Dunkin’ Brands




INTRODUCTION

In my elementary school, lunchtime brought about pure chaos. Every day at the bell, the students burst out of the classrooms, over the teachers’ protests, and scrambled to be first in line at the cafeteria. For us, the stakes couldn’t be higher. If you didn’t get in line early enough to snag a chicken pie, you wouldn’t eat. It might sound strange to an American audience, but that’s what it was like growing up in Harare, Zimbabwe (then known as Rhodesia). My parents were doctors and able to provide me a comfortable childhood. But that didn’t stop me from sitting through afternoon classes with a gurgling stomach. Or from studying by candlelight during rolling blackouts. Or biking tens of miles to compete in squash tournaments. In those days, we had to scramble to live the lives we wanted, and I’ve been hustling ever since.

I moved to the United States for college when I was nineteen to pursue undergraduate education. I went straight from my undergraduate commencement ceremony to my dental school convocation within two days. At twenty-five, I left dental school, failed to buy my own dental office, and ended up living in my parents’ Dallas guest room. But I kept working; I kept pushing. In 2008, I officially launched my brand, Ideal Dental. By 2021, I closed a financing deal that valued my company at more than $500 million at about 85 locations.

But when I was a twenty-two-year-old dental student at Tufts, I had looked out at a very different future. Many professionals—doctors, lawyers, dentists, physical therapists, consultants—inadvertently resign themselves to lives of relentless grinding. They seek training that lands them in debt. To pay that off, they toil for years. They can only earn when they work. Worse, they can only leverage their expertise to serve clients when they work. Many dream of a different reality, one where they earn passive income and build a company that shares their expertise with more people than they ever could alone. But these kinds of service industries are by nature almost impossible to scale. Unlike manufacturing or tech, where you can create a product and then roll it out across the world, these professionals work in highly specialized service trades. They each have their own approach, and the quality of their work depends on their talent.

Seated with fellow matriculants, I realized that this most likely was the destiny awaiting all of us. I was terrified.

I knew that I wanted to build real wealth and help as many people as possible. So I resolved not to drift into the slog of private practice and to start my own brand. We’ve grown exponentially since we launched, and every day we serve thousands of people. We keep them out of pain and keep the wattage on their smiles dialed to max. In the first part of this book, I share how I found ways to innovate within an ancient, staid industry by putting the customer before all else. In the second part, I share reflections on how I standardized a notoriously mercurial business, and give suggestions for how you can do the same.

To the hardworking and the dedicated, this book offers a way out. A way out of the grind of working as an expert, of living billable hour to billable hour. It offers a road map for how to revolutionize an industry and standardize a process that seemed impossible to standardize.

I recommend you use this book as a framework for reflection and as a guide. Read it from cover to cover first when you’re just starting out to get a sense of the journey that awaits you and what it will take for you to achieve your dreams. I’m hopeful that you’ll use my story as a mirror that will help you see yourself in a new light and zero in on exactly what makes your vision unique. Then in the darkest moments, the moments when you feel alone and helpless (they, sadly, come for almost all of us), return to this book. Use it for comfort and to regain the perspective that things will improve. Read the sections that pertain to whatever stage you’re in and the stage of growth you want to reach. Mine the text for nuggets of wisdom, pause frequently to consider your own situation, and discover new perspectives and approaches.

Finally, return to this book in times of triumph. Let it buoy you and remind you that whenever we reach a peak we never thought we could reach, we can stop and savor the view before we soldier on to higher and higher heights.




CHAPTER

ONE

Have a Grand Vision

Discipline. Sacrifice. Intelligence. Grit. Work ethic. Creativity. Luck. These are the attributes that most people associate with success. And they’re all important. But a person can display all these traits and still not reach the highest levels of achievement. That’s because this list omits the most important ingredient: a grand vision—an idea of a beautiful future to strive toward. The immense promise of a grand vision accentuates every other ingredient of success. It gives shape to creativity and focuses new ideas and innovations toward a common goal. It lends meaning to the discipline and sacrifice and it is the fire that fuels the fourteen-hour workdays needed to create your own luck.

Every great business starts with the founder’s grand vision. The most famous example might be Apple, which was powered by Steve Jobs’s belief that computers would revolutionize how people think, communicate, and work. Your grand vision is so integral to your success that I’ve put it here first. There’s no point getting into the steps if you don’t know what success looks like to you.

My grand vision was to create the Starbucks of dentistry: a scalable, standardized retail healthcare brand. A national brand that provides such repeatable results that going to the dentist feels almost as comfortable as grabbing a venti Pike Place roast.

This was a tall task that lent grandiosity to my vision. After all, it’s become a tired trope that people dread dentist visits. As much as this irks us in the field, it’s not hard to see where it comes from. We poke needles into gums. We drill into teeth. We excavate diseased nerves. We pull out teeth. No matter how much we all work to keep our patients calm and happy, there will always be a certain level of fear involved in a dentist visit.

A lot of people go to the dentist feeling confused and vulnerable, and this is compounded when they are subjected to pain that might seem needless and arbitrary. I wanted my practice to be completely dedicated to satisfying customer needs. To create a dental office so inviting, people felt almost as comfortable as they do in their own homes. It would be standardized so that every location looked the same, smelled the same, and people would never hear a drill. A practice where people trust their dentists completely because we always deliver the best work (backed by money-back guarantees) with the greatest possible convenience.

Regardless of what your grand vision is, you can expect certain experiences that will challenge you along the way. Here are a few common ones that most successful entrepreneurs (including me) have encountered and some suggestions as to how to deal with them.

YOU WON’T FIT IN WITH THE CROWD

On my first day at the Tufts School of Dental Medicine in Boston, the dean asked the entire 150-student class, “After becoming a dentist, who wants to be an oral surgeon?” A bunch of hands went up. “Who wants to be an orthodontist?” A bunch of hands went up. “Who wants to be a pediatric dentist?” He kept listing specialties, and hands kept going up. As this went on, my first thought was, Oh my God. How do these people even know what they want to do four years from now? I’m just glad I barely got in here.

Two days before that meeting, I had graduated from the University of Texas at Dallas. I hadn’t yet processed the fact that I was starting dental school. I could hardly imagine getting through the next several years, much less what type of dentist I wanted to be. This was when I realized that I didn’t fit in with the crowd. I tried to picture myself as an oral surgeon or a pediatric dentist or an orthodontist or even just having a standard dentistry practice, but each time I drew a blank. I couldn’t see myself in any of those professions.

Instead, as I watched my classmates’ hands rise and fall, an idea slowly dawned on me. I was surrounded by all these talented, smart people who knew exactly what they wanted. I thought, Wouldn’t it be cool if I could have all these specialists working together with me?

This thought became the seed of my grand vision. Even though I didn’t know much about dentistry at that time, I knew it was unusual for several different specialties to share the same office. I realized I could create a dental brand that offered all services under one roof. A one-stop shop for dentistry—a completely new concept in the very early 2000s.

In all likelihood that thought arrived as a defense mechanism. I’d felt intimidated. I was surrounded by students, most of whom had been born in the US with a deep sense of certainty about the trajectory of their lives. I, on the other hand, had no idea where I wanted to go. In many ways I envied my fellow students. But as I reflect on the experience now, I realize that what I took as insecurity and envy was actually an indicator of my entrepreneurial ambition. I couldn’t imagine the lives my classmates wanted because I wanted to avoid the day-to-day monotony of the life of dentistry. I wanted to impact as many lives as I could beyond just the one patient per hour I would see in my chair. In the end, I’m deeply thankful that I listened to the resistance I felt toward choosing a specialty and let myself imagine a different future.

My sense of being separate from the crowd continued after orientation. As classes started, my peers became more confident in their choices. They plodded along the usual course and started to prepare for their specialties. My few peers who, like me, had arrived at Tufts undecided quickly chose and settled on a path. I, on the other hand, fell more and more in love with the idea that I would one day build the Starbucks of dentistry. Yet whenever I brought up that plan to classmates or professors, their responses were almost universally discouraging. Some of them openly laughed; most of them raised their eyebrows and said something like, “That sounds really cool,” as they moved on to other matters.

My grand vision also led me to behave differently as a student, which further prevented me from fitting in. Dental school usually takes four years, with the first two being didactic classroom teaching, and the second two being comprised of clinical practice because students must successfully complete each procedure a certain number of times. I figured I could finish in less than two years. Instead of taking term breaks, I went to the clinic to rack up more procedures. I showed up earlier than my classmates and worked later. I focused on becoming as efficient as possible. The school gave us three hours to examine, diagnose, and treat each patient. I managed to do it all in an hour and a half without any dip in my work quality, which allowed me to finish more procedures per day. I finished the two-year clinical portion in fourteen months.

I couldn’t graduate early, but this offered me an important opportunity. I spent the last several months of my time as a student teacher, training third-years on basic dental techniques. In my experience, the best way to truly master a skill is to teach it. Teaching requires you to think about how to explain concepts and procedures to someone, which often forces you to think about them from angles you had never considered before. This experience made me a much better dentist and a better leader and mentor. It helped me develop the skills to train the first dentists I would hire and to get them to maintain our clinical excellence. It also showed me that I have a passion for teaching, for giving back to others, and that I could scale my impact by helping people develop confidence in their own skills to serve patients around the world.

Once I started to pursue my vision in earnest, my sense of isolation only deepened. People openly mocked me for thinking that I could create the Starbucks of dentistry. I had dental equipment vendors and banks laugh at me when I shared my vision, and they told me I’d be lucky to get to five or six locations. I never worked with those people again. The funny thing was that when my idea started to grow explosively, they all came back, they all wanted my business. But it was too late. I’d already created my own crowd, and they were all I needed.

Create Your Own Crowd

The early years of my business were marked by considerable fear, uncertainty, and failure. I often wondered if my grand vision was even possible. At the start of a journey, the gap between where you want to be and where you currently are can seem insurmountable. The more you focus on that gap, and all the traps and potential setbacks that lurk in that void, the more despondent you will feel.

We all to a certain extent doubt ourselves, especially when embarking on something new. Humans are social creatures, and you may find it invaluable to recruit a couple of people that you trust, whom you can turn to for support, and who will throw themselves with vigor into growing the business alongside you. For me in those early days, I leaned heavily on my loved ones. My girlfriend at the time, Julie Covino, who is now my wife, supported me every day. I would spend hours talking to her about my dreams, about my frustration at how long it was taking. When I had doubts, I went to her, and her faith and trust gave me the strength to continue. It was much the same with my mother and father, who I visited often to talk about my business and my experience as a dentist.

Then, professionally, I encountered several people early in my career who had faith in me and my vision and were willing to dedicate their lives to helping me build something incredible. I worked intimately with them during the start-up stage of Ideal Dental, and they contributed tremendous energy, talent, and creativity. We learned how we each think, react, and plan. They understood, almost as well as I did, the sort of culture and processes that I wanted to define our company and helped implement them in all our new offices.

The first person I partnered with was Dr. Rodney Alles, a dentist in the same office I worked in after dental school. We became friends, and I admired his dental skills. When I told him that I planned to leave, he asked what I was going to do. I explained I wanted to start the Starbucks of dentistry and watched him light up. He told me that he was tired of working in the office too, and asked if he could partner with me in an office. I agreed, and we opened an office together.

The second person was Dr. Shalin Patel, a dentist at the first office I bought. When I made the acquisition, my start-up was still not producing enough revenue, and I had initially planned on working out of the office myself so I could cover my personal debt and pay my bills. To do that, I planned on letting Dr. Patel go, so I invited him out to dinner.

We got to the restaurant and started talking. Before I could tell him I wouldn’t need his services, we’d hit it off. Eventually, he asked me about my business, and I told him that I planned on building the Starbucks of dentistry. The enthusiasm of his reaction floored me. He thought it was an excellent idea and instantly started asking if he could be involved and what he could do to help me.

I could tell that his excitement was genuine. He gave off this earnest, electric energy. I knew it would be great to have him on board for the long haul because I needed people who would be willing to run through all the walls I was planning on running through. So, I kept him on. We worked together in the office, which meant I had to give up a lot of short-term income. But it was worth it.

There was something deeply sustaining about these relationships from the beginning. Now, both these doctors hold equity in DECA Dental (the holding company of Ideal Dental), and together they run the clinical side of our operations. In the early days, they helped me recruit, retain, and train elite dentists to make sure we provided the best possible care. Now they do the same, developing processes to keep our clinical work top-notch and seeking out innovations that will allow us to better serve our guests.

At this time, I also met several other clinical and business leaders who are still with the company fifteen years later. People like Cassie Jenkins, who started as a front office staff member at my first office; Carol Canava; Ester Strickland; and many others. They instantly bought into my grand vision for Ideal Dental. They rapidly became some of the best people working for us, and I relied on them to develop the culture and environment that we present to our guests, and to make sure that new hires understood how to maintain it. They played an integral role in developing the systems that allow us to serve customers with unparalleled efficiency, and the training systems that have made our entire staff notable for their kindness, patience, and care. They are now one of the major pillars of our company. Several other administrators and front office staff joined us at this time and played major roles in our growth and continue to take us forward.

There’s a common saying: don’t go into business with friends. In many ways, this is sound advice. But I’ve found that in working closely with some exceptionally talented people for years, we have naturally become close friends. They’re some of the most important relationships I have, and I will cherish them my entire life.

TAKE RISKS OTHERS WON’T AND DO THINGS THAT MAKE YOU UNCOMFORTABLE

I’ve always believed that leaders do what other people cannot or will not do. And early in my career, I lived this maxim to the max. I took a staggering number of risks. Today, I can hardly believe that life worked out as it did. My obsession with my grand vision blinded me to the precarity of my situation, something I’ve discovered is true for most entrepreneurs. I was also, frankly, too young and naïve to know any better. That, and I’d left school with towering confidence after having finished the two-year clinical portion of dental school in fourteen months.

I’ve always believed that leaders do what other people cannot or will not do.

The one thing bigger than my confidence was my debt. Before I even graduated, I’d bought a condo in a new building in Dallas for $530,000. I had no income, but I got a loan with no money down because the lender expected I would find a high-paying job as a dentist. And because it was 2005, the peak of reckless lending by banks that would bring about the 2007 financial crisis. They were giving loans to anybody who could blink back then, no proof of income necessary. When I added my $530,000 mortgage to my $500,000 student loan debt from college and dental school, I carried over $1 million in debt before I’d even left school or got a job. But I wasn’t even a little bit concerned. I was too naïve and excited to realize how precarious a situation I was in.

All that debt with no income wasn’t even the biggest risk I took. In 2008, about three years after I graduated, I had managed to save about $70,000 while working as a dental associate. At that point I decided to launch my own brand. After a lot of back and forth, I landed on the name, and I designed our first logo and chose our colors. I knew I wanted to build an office from scratch, a process that took about a year and cost $800,000.

While that office was being built, I would have zero income, so I decided to buy a second office at the same time. That office cost $1.3 million. Again, I didn’t have money for a down payment, so that entire amount went straight to my debt burden, which ballooned to $3.1 million.

Shortly after that, the wife of one of my friends, herself a dentist, was facing bankruptcy. She reached out to us. It was 2010, and the economy was deep into the recession. She asked if I would be interested in buying out her business. It would only cost me the money left on the note—about $250,000. This was relatively cheap, and the practice was in a great area of Dallas—an upper-middle-class neighborhood with plenty of demographic growth and young families in need of dentists. Even though my first two locations were barely profitable, I agreed to buy the office if the bank would approve the loan. The funding came through, so I bought the office. That brought my final tally to three offices and $3.35 million in debt, and I’d barely turned thirty.

But it didn’t matter. I was on my way to building the Starbucks of dentistry—all of my offices were branded, they all had the same color scheme and décor, the staff wore the same-color scrubs. We provided exceptional standardized dentistry. We took utmost care of our guests. In many ways, we were successful. But I was too young and dumb to recognize I was setting myself up to fail. And fail I did.

YOU WILL FAIL. A LOT.

In pursuing a grand vision, you will, inevitably, fail. In fact, to succeed you almost need to seek out failure. By that I don’t mean you should try to fail. I mean that, fundamentally, no matter what you do, when you seek success, you will cultivate failure. People who experience the fewest failures usually hold one stable job their whole life. If that were your idea of success, I doubt you’d be reading this book. So know this: what determines whether you will succeed isn’t if you fail, but how you respond to the failures you’ll inevitably face. In my experience, there are two keys to effectively responding to failure: don’t give up, and learn from your failures.

Don’t Give Up

Always keep challenges and failures in perspective. In most cases, what we perceive as a failure is in fact a temporary setback and is more often than not an opportunity to learn and grow. The only terminal failure comes when you let setbacks overwhelm you to the point that you abandon your grand vision. My career path was anything but linear. Nobody’s is. But I remained focused on my primary goal even when I had to take detours. In fact, as it often happens, one of those detours proved to be one of the most important and useful experiences in my career.

I planned to waste no time and to launch my business immediately after dental school. Before I graduated, I got in touch with some brokers, and we looked for dental offices in Dallas. We found
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