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to assess if you are on track for the required amount of 
future pension income and that may mean paying into 
a personal pension, which will inevitably cost you more. 
You should consult a financial planner who can help you 
assess what you will need in the future in today’s terms, 
and what you currently have towards that. Then, once 
you know what the shortfall is – we can help you find 
ways to address that shortfall, or if there is no shortfall 
– you treat yourself to a nice glass of wine and a pat on 
the back.

Choosing the right scheme
You can, of course, pay into private pensions even if you 
pay into the NHS pension scheme – many dentists do, 
particularly those who perhaps don’t do that much NHS 
dentistry. 

Whatever scheme you go for – don’t forget that you get 
tax relief. If you pay into a personal pension, then generally 
you make the contribution net of basic rate tax and then, if 
you are a higher rate taxpayer, you get the balance of relief 
(making up your higher rate) through self-assessment. 

So a 40% taxpayer, gets 20% tax relief immediately as 
you pay your pension contributions net of 20% tax and 
the remaining 20% on your tax return as a reduction of 
tax liabilities. With the superannuation scheme however, 
you get all relief via your self-assessment tax return (you 
also enjoy a very generous state subsidy on top!).

Retirement 
When you actually come to retire, whether you have a 
private pension or an NHS pension (or both) you can 
usually take 25% as a lump sum, known as tax-free cash. 
As the name suggests, this is tax-free – or it would be a 
terribly inappropriate name, don’t you think? 

It is often said you don’t know what you’ve got until it’s 
gone. And this can often be the case when going private 
once the initial euphoria of being free from UDAs (units 
of dental activity) forever has died down. 

That is not to say it cannot work – it can be a profitable 
change for many, so long as you have taken all factors 
into account when you make the leap and so long as you 
manage the change sensibly. 

In this article, we consider the superannuation scheme 
as a factor that ought to be considered when making the 
decision of whether to go private or not, but very often, 
gets forgotten.

Leaving the NHS
I wouldn’t say that this is the most important factor when 
deciding whether to go fully private or not, but it is the 
one that I find people seem to forget. 

The NHS scheme is magnificent. It is linked to your 
NHS lifetime earnings, takes account of inflation and 
pays a guaranteed pension. This is one of a dying breed of 
pension – known as a defined benefit scheme. 

Most private pensions are defined contribution schemes 
where the pension amount is not guaranteed and depends 
on the pension fund’s performance. If you are leaving the 
NHS and hence the NHS scheme, any benefits you have 
already clocked up will stay with you, but you will need 
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The rest is generally used to pay your monthly pension 
(in the case of the NHS scheme) or generally purchase an 
annuity (in the case of a private pension). That pension 
income is taxable.

You should really factor in the cost of replacing the 
NHS pension when you set your fees, however this can be 
hard to do when you are also trying to stay competitive. 
Some experts suggest that a minimum of 20% of the 
private fees you earn to cover your pension but 
professional advice should always be sought with 
pensions, as they are a specialist area. 

Find premises 
•  Buy a freehold or take a lease
•  Advantage to buying a freehold is the purchase of a 
capital asset however may require taking out a mortgage  
•  If this is not feasible, the other option is to lease premises 
•  Confirmation of approved planning use of the premises 
as a dental surgery – evidenced from both your title deeds 
and the planning authority.

Kit out your practice
•  Buy the right equipment and IT system for your needs 
and choose the correct suppliers  
•  Second-hand equipment may serve the purpose just as 
well as new equipment  
•  Consider hire purchase agreements for the purposes of 
cash flow.

Be compliant
•  Obtain registration with the Care Quality Commission 
– this can take between four and six weeks to obtain a DBS 
check and up to eight weeks for the CQC to process an 
application, so an early approach is essential
•  Ensure compliance with health and safety both in terms 
of duties to staff and patients
•  Ensure equipment is properly tested and maintained 
•  Conduct fire risk assessments and registration with the 
local HSE.

Many dentists will look to become practice owners in 
their late-20s or early-30s. The most common route in 
achieving this is by buying an already existing practice 
or buying into a partnership because there is no need 
to build up goodwill at the outset. However, we are 
now increasingly coming across dentists who want to 
start from scratch. This can be the start of an exciting 
business venture for a dentist and here are some things 
to think about if you are one of them.

Legal structure
•  How do you want to operate – sole trader, partnership, 
limited company or LLP?
•  Further specialist advice is needed if you are intending 
to tender for an NHS 
•  Contract – there are restrictions on eligibility to hold a 
GDS contract or PDS agreement.

Location
•  Dependent on the type of dental services you want to 
provide and to whom
•  Gather information on your preferred location and 
ensure the practice you have in mind fits in with that 
location and its people
•  Consider local needs of the area, eg treatment for children 
•  Consider whether to concentrate on private dentistry/
cosmetic dentistry or to tender for an NHS contract.

Puja Patel offers some handy hints as a guide to setting up on your own

Hit the ground running

Employ staff
•  Make sure you have written employment contracts and 
associate agreements in place from the outset 
•  Be aware of the legal requirement to provide an 
employee with a written statement of their main terms and 
conditions within two months of starting work
•  Associates usually tend to work on a self-employed 
basis – their agreement should also be in writing.

Get going!
It is a huge decision to set up a dental practice from scratch, 
not least because you will need to hit the ground running 
to build up your practice goodwill. You will need to 
consider all of the above (and much more!) and should 
always obtain specialist legal and accountancy advice from 
the start to give you the best chance possible. 

legalhelpline If you need legal help...
Hempsons dental team is offering all dental professionals 
access to a legal helpline. 
Dental professionals are invited to call Chris Morris, head 
of the dental team, or one of his colleagues 
between the hours of 10am-4pm, 
Monday to Friday, when up to 10 
minutes of free legal help will be 
available. Ring 020 7839 0278 or 
email your question to c.morris@
hempsons.co.uk. 


