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The purpose of this article is to help improve the relationship between the

orthodontic practice and their laboratory vendors. It seeks to provide ideas

and suggestions on how to achieve this goal by knowing the right questions

to ask your laboratory vendors. Improving dialog ultimately leads to a less

stressful and more positive business relationship. The lack of quality

communication with vendors is a common problem in business, as well

as with many orthodontic practices. This article will provide the orthodontist

with tips and direction on how to improve on your current laboratory

communications and will outline specific questions to ask your current and

prospective vendors. The goal is tomake your life easier andmore productive

by saving the practice time and money. (Semin Orthod 2016; 22:107–110.)
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Background and discussion

O ne of the many essential components to a
successful orthodontic practice is good labo-

ratory communication. Clarity in communication is
critical at a time when all practices have to reeval-
uate every aspect of their business. Communicating
well will ultimately save time and money by making
your business model more efficient.

Without open communication and a solid
working relationship in place, appliances may be
made incorrectly, resulting in time consuming
chairside adjustments, or even the need for
complete remakes. This in turn may ultimately
result in delays in appliance insertions, appoint-
ment cancelations, additional cost, and in
extreme cases, even lost patients. The resulting
frustration and stress to you, your staff, and
patients is a major concern in trying to run a
successful business in today’s competitive ortho-
dontic environment. The orthodontic laboratory
industry average for remakes is 2.78%.1 In my
experience, labs that are below a 1% remake
average achieve this benchmark because of open
and consistent communication with their clients.
Remakes reduce profit and are not conducive to

a good working relationship. As professional
technicians, we continually strive to maintain a
low remake factor. We hone our skills and take
the latest laboratory related continuing educa-
tion courses. Our ultimate goal is to give our
clients and their patients the best possible
appliances at competitive costs.

Many doctors have expressed the feeling that a
contemporary orthodontic practice is, to some
degree, a field of narrowing control. The labo-
ratory relationship is one area in which the doctor
still has control, take advantage of it. The fol-
lowing are recommendations when establishing a
working relationship with a laboratory partner:

1. Establish a primary contact person (PCP) at
your lab. There should be one key person
with whom you communicate regarding
laboratory issues and concerns.

2. Establish your design standards up front for
your retention appliances of choice. You may
have different retainer designs for different
types of cases such as extraction versus non-
extraction. Ask the lab to keep a “Client
Preference Card.” This will provide a basic
reference for routine appliance designs, wire
gauges, acrylic trim styles, acrylic colors, and
expansion appliance preferences.

3. Knowwhat your laboratory’s normal turnaround
time is for appliance fabrications. If there is the
need for a rush on a case, make sure you know
your lab’s requirements for doing so and
whether or not there will be any extra charges.
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4. If your PCP has delegated responsibilities in
various areas within the lab, and conversely
you have a designated person in your office
who deals with lab related issues, make sure
the individuals within both businesses who
are responsible for answering technical ques-
tions, placement date concerns, and billing
inquires have been identified to each other.
Exchange extensions and emails of all
responsible parties. Alert your lab partners
if any staff changes occur to ensure that the
lines of inter-business communications
remain open.

5. Make sure you know your lab’s warranty
policies for appliances (wires, acrylic, solder
joints, etc.).

6. Ask about sterilization/infection control pro-
cedures. It may come up regarding OSHA
compliance or through a patient inquiry.

7. Inquire about lab closure times and policies
for holidays, vacations, training, or bad
weather days. Log these dates into your
appliance scheduling book.

8. Find out how long your lab retains the
prescription sheets. This may have practical
as well as administrative law related concerns.

9. Ensure your lab has the ability to use hypo-
allergenic wire (nickel free) and acrylic (methyl
methacrylate free) for patients presenting with
a history of allergies to these materials.

10. Make sure you know how much total expan-
sion your preferred expansion appliances
have, and what the turning ratios are (turns/
mm).

11. Find out what your lab’s remake policy is and
request a copy of it.

12. Finally, ensure that your Business Associates
Agreements are up-to-date.

There are proper procedures for filling out a
lab requisition/prescription form (Rx). It is best
to draw the design out on the Rx form as well as
fully writing out the instructions. If your drawings
are not legible, then only write out the instruc-
tions. A sloppy drawing or slip of the pen may
look like a clasp or finger spring to the techni-
cian. The following figures demonstrate an
unclear prescription (Fig. 1) followed by the
corrected identical prescription (Fig. 2).

1. In this example, the Dr. is asking for a Lower
Spring Aligner, however neither the type nor

style is specified and the number of teeth to be
reset teeth is unclear. The Hawley description
asks for 3–3 Labial Bow but the drawing
appears to indicate that the bow is to be
soldered to the Adam’s clasps. In addition, the
finger spring request is unclear on both
direction and type. Finally, the placement
date has been left blank.

2. In this Rx, a lower Modified Spring Aligner is
requested with the set-up clearly indicted. The
design of the upper Hawley bow is clearly 3–3.
The finger spring direction and one coil
design is stated. A specific acrylic color is also
requested. The placement date is conspicu-
ously noted. In short, the prescription is fully
completed.

Ancillary considerations when completing a
prescription are

� Do not use gel pens. They bleed or get washed
out and become unreadable when the Rx
gets wet.

� Agree on the same designation/notation for
identifying teeth, Palmer v. Universal. Don’t
ever mix the 2.

� If not providing a laboratory analog for T.A.D.
fabrication, clearly mark the cast for T.A.D.
location, not the Rx.

� In any deep bite case or situation where
anterior teeth will be reset, always send a
counter.

� When placing pontic teeth in an appliance
make sure to specify the correct shade desired
and provide a counter for occlusal reference.

Use your lab as a resource and a vehicle for
feedback. Many labs see hundreds if not thou-
sands of cases a month. Tap into that resource for
the availability of new products and appliances
that you might have heard or read about. You
may want to incorporate some of these adjunctive
appliances into your practice. Before trying a new
product or appliance, ask your laboratory about
what they have experienced and what type of
feedback they have received from other practi-
tioners they service. A phone call could save you a
lot of time and money as the lab may have
received negative feedback from other doctors. I
speak to accounts daily on a variety of topics such
as software, intraoral scanners, adhesives, and
expansions screws. I have the advantage of seeing
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