
 
How Much Money Do Dentists Need to Retire? 

By Reese Harper 

 

After giving a presentation about the science of personal finance at a recent dental convention, 

a few dentists stuck around after to chat. Not surprisingly, they all asked basically the same 

question.  

 

"How much money do I need to save before I can retire?"  

 

It’s the golden question dentists ask me all the time, and the answer is surprisingly simple. But 

to get it right, you first need to understand one thing. 

 
What Do You Spend Today?  

 

When it comes to predicting your retirement, guesses make messes. The first step in calculating 

how much money you’ll need for retirement is knowing how much money you spend right now. 

 
Don’t make a complicated guess about how much less you think you can live on in the future.  

Your expenses will transform over time, but they won’t drop as much as you might think. For 

example, the money you’re spending on your kids will turn into expenses for your grandkids 

(flights to see them, gifts, or even college assistance). Your mortgage payment will be replaced 

with expenses for home improvements, a new roof, or maybe even a second home. Your 

current student loan payment will be replaced by healthcare costs. 

 

Some costs will decrease as you age, but if you plan for your post-retirement spending to be 

similar to your pre-retirement spending, you’ll have a little more flexibility during retirement and a 

lot more peace of mind.  

 

Take an average of your annual spending over a 3-year period to give you an accurate, true 

measure of a comfortable lifestyle, based on how much money you actually spend. 

 



Automate the Process Online 

 
Technology has made tracking your spending easier than ever before. By using an online 

spending tracker, you can connect all your accounts and track your spending automatically 

without lifting a finger.   

 
The more you earn, the more room for error. It’s hard to track your spending and make accurate 

predictions as your income rises. A competent financial advisor can really make a difference in 

helping you accurately forecast your spending.  

 

A miscalculation of five hundred dollars per month affects your retirement projection by 

hundreds of thousands of dollars. A miscalculation of +/- a few thousand dollars per month 

(which is very common among dentists) affects your retirement goals by millions. 

 
Tracking your spending over a 3 to 5 year period and categorizing each expense in an 

organized way will help you get a really good handle on your preference for spending money on 

vehicles, food, entertainment, clothing, vacations, etc.  

 

You’ll know how much money you’re spending each year, and on what, so you’ll be absolutely 

sure you’re improving, or at least maintaining, your current standard of living in retirement. 

 

So How Much Do You Need?  

 
Now that you know what you spend, you can calculate how much money you’ll need to save for 

retirement. Here’s my best shot at keeping it simple for you.  

 

In order to retire comfortably, you’ll need 20 to 30 times your annual spending. 

 

The older you are at retirement, the lower you can go on this spectrum. The younger you are, 

the higher you’ll need to be on the spectrum. 

 
Not too hard, right? Just add up the amount of money you spend annually and multiply it by 30. 

This will give you a really good representation of how much money you’re going to need for a 

super successful retirement portfolio. 

 

How to Calculate Your Portfolio 

 
First, add up all your cash, investments, practice real estate equity, and practice equity. 



 
For example: $100k cash/investments + $400k practice equity + $500k real estate equity = $1 

million.   

 

Next, divide this number by how much money you spend each year.   

 

If you spend $100,000 per year, then your portfolio is 10 times your annual spending, because 

$1M / $100k = 10.   

 

In other words, you could live off the money generated in your portfolio for 10 years. We call this 

number your Total Term or Tt™.   

 

How is Your Financial Health?  

 
So, what is your Total Term? Are you well on your way to hitting 30? Or have you been stuck at 

a 10 for the past 10 years? 

 

When looking at the financial health of a dentist, I ask questions like “What is Dr. ‘X’s’ Total 

Term? What was it last year? How much progress is he making each quarter?” Your overall 

financial health is easily measured using this metric. If you move ahead +1 year for every year 

you work, you’re a 1:1 client. Some dentists are 2:1 clients, meaning they get ahead 2 years for 

every one year they work. This is an important indicator you should understand.   

 

Some of our clients are able to achieve a 3:1, or even higher, in the latter stages of their 

career—especially if their investments go through periods of large growth. Of course there will 

be times when you experience really difficult years and move backwards. This can happen 

when your investments decline in value or when you take on a lot of debt for equipment or 

tenant improvements. This shouldn’t happen often, though when it does, you should know why. 

 

The Goal 

 

One of the biggest challenges when planning for retirement is determining how to define 

success at different points in your career. But now that you know your portfolio (cash, 

investments, practice equity, non-residence real estate equity) needs to be 30 times your annual 

spending in order to retire comfortably, you can keep this target in mind and start making 

adjustments to make it happen.  

 



This is a challenging goal, but I know this audience has the means to accumulate 30 times their 

annual spending. Even in tough, competitive markets, you can make this happen if you start 

early, watch your personal spending, and plan carefully. 

 
Reese Harper, CFP® is the founder of Aquire Advisors, a financial advisory firm for 
dentists.  He is also the editor of the DentistMoney™ blog. He enjoys writing, music, 
sports, and outdoor recreation. He lives in Holladay, Utah with his wife and four 
kids.  To learn more about how to make smart decisions with your money, sign up for 
helpful tips at www.aquireadvisors.com.  
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