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Abstract

INTRODUCTION

Objectives: The study investigated whether dentists in
South Africa are actively planning for retirement and if
they are confident about being able to retire as financially
independent.

Most individuals look forward to retirement as a time to
relax and start enjoying life. Retirement can be defined as
“the exit from an organisational position or career path of
considerable duration, taken by individuals after middle
age, and taken with the intention of reduced psychological
commitment to work thereafter”.1 In the past, age 65 was
considered the mandatory retirement age, but today workers face many choices regarding the time of their retirement.2 Concern about adequate income during retirement
is an important factor that influences many individuals
when choosing an age to retire. Research has shown that
finances are the strongest single predictor of the decision
to retire and that people are more likely to leave the workforce if they can financially afford to retire than if they cannot.3,4 Other predictors for retirement include health (either
mental or physical), and occupational stress.4

Methods: An anonymous online questionnaire was used
to collect data from private dental practitioners who were
members of the South African Dental Association. Stata
release 11 was used for descriptive statistical analysis.
Results: The majority of the respondents (71%) were
male and 42% of respondents were older than 50 years
of age. It was mostly the older respondents, namely 71%
of 41-50 year old respondents, 94% of 51-60 year old
respondents and 72 % of respondents older than 60
years, who were actively planning for financial independence at retirement. More than half of the respondents
(54.35%) were not confident that they would be able to
retire as financially independent and think they will have
to postpone their retirements.
Conclusion: Retirement planning is much more complex
than simply contributing to a pension, provident or retirement annuity fund. Dental schools can play an important
role in equipping dentists with the necessary knowledge
and skills to enable proper retirement planning, and to
encourage early retirement saving and investment to ultimately ensure financially independent retirement.
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Retirement planning requires knowledge of tax laws, compound interest, present and future value of money and of
investment strategies. It is therefore much more complex
than merely contributing to a pension, provident or retirement annuity fund.5 In South Africa, it is of concern that
many people are frankly apathetic towards retirement planning. The 2015 Sanlam Benchmark survey indicated that
more people are using their pension fund money to pay debt
when they change work positions or are being retrenched.
Furthermore, only one in every four South Africans will be
able to maintain their lifestyle on retirement.6,7 These findings
were further supported by Momentum and Unisa’s latest
index on financial wealth of South African households, which
found that only 17 % of households indicated that they have
enough money to retire.8 According to Swart9 less than one
out of every ten individuals in South Africa is financially independent when retiring. These statistics might be indicative
of a general lack of knowledge amongst individuals about
what proper retirement planning involves or how to embark
on such planning.
Dental practitioners in private practice have to make provision for their retirement mostly through annuity funds
and other investments during their working life, while
some also rely for additional financial support on the
income that they will gain when selling their practices on
retirement. The American Dental Association’s 2010 survey on Retirement and Investment indicated that 12.7%
of dentists rely on the sale of their practice for retirement
income, while 62.4% rely on family retirement savings (e.g.
annuities) and 4.8% rely on other sources like real estate
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and rental income.10 However, relying on a practice sale
as even a part of a retirement strategy is risky according
to some experts.11
The economy is wreaking havoc on dental practice profits, and nearly two-thirds of American dentists acknowledged that they will have to postpone retirement due to
the current economy.12 In contrast to this, a study among
Australian dentists found that they appear overall to be
well prepared for retirement and have a significant amount
of wealth stored in easily accessible, high return assets
which they intend to spend on financing their retirement.13
What do South African dentists say about retirement? Do
they feel as satisfied as their Australian colleagues about
their retirement plans? Or are they rather sharing their
American colleagues’ sentiment about having to postpone retirement due to financial constraints? The study
aims to shed some light on the preparedness of dentists
in South Africa for retirement. No previous studies on this
topic could be found.

AIM

The study investigated the perceptions of South African
dentists in private practice, who were members of the
South African Dental Association, about their preparedness for retirement. The objectives were to determine:
• The age at which dentists plan to retire and whether
that is a realistic goal.
• Whether dentists are actively planning for retirement
• Whether dentists are confident that they will be able to
retire as financially comfortable.

METHODS
The study formed part of a larger study that investigated
the perceptions of dentists on strategic management
to ensure a viable dental practice in South Africa.14
Permission to conduct the research study was obtained
from the Research and Ethics Committee of the Faculty
of Health Sciences, University of Pretoria. A cover letter
that explained the purpose of the study and which invited
dentists in private practice to participate was sent by the
South African Dental Association (SADA) to all members
on SADA’s electronic database. The cover letter contained the link to the online questionnaire. Those who
agreed to participate were routed via a link in the letter
to the self-developed questionnaire, which was hosted
online at SurveyMonkey and was used to collect data for
the study. Retirement planning was a subsection of the
questionnaire and consisted of four questions specifically
aimed to determine at what age dentists plan to retire, to
assess whether the expressed age would be a realistic
goal, to enquire of their situation regarding retirement
planning, and to ascertain whether respondents were
confident that they would be able to retire in a financially
independent state. Stata Release 11 was used for data
analysis, which was mainly descriptive in nature.

Table 1: Demographic distribution of respondents
n

%

Sex
Female
Male

54
130

29.35
70.65

Age
<30
31-40
41-50
51-60
>60

25
44
38
48
29

13.59
23.91
20.65
26.09
15.76

Year qualified
1960-1970
1971-1980
1981-1990
1991-2000
2001-2010
>2010

3
32
50
33
58
8

1.63
17.39
27.17
17.94
31.52
4.35

Years in Practice
0-5
6-10
11-15
16-20
> 20

28
25
23
17
91

15.22
13.59
12.50
9.24
49.45

Province
Eastern Cape
Free State
Gauteng
North-West
Kwazulu-Natal
Limpopo
Northern Cape
Mpumalanga
Western Cape

17
10
72
4
28
3
4
13
33

9.24
5.44
39.13
2.17
15.22
1.63
2.17
7.07
17.93

Alma Mater
University of Limpopo (Medunsa)
University of Pretoria
University of Stellenbosch
University of Western Cape
University of Witwatersrand
Other

7
85
24
28
31
9

3.80
46.20
13.04
15.22
16.85
4.89

Type of practice
Solo practice
Partnership
Other

108
39
37

58.70
21.20
20.10

respondents (70.65%) were male and 41.85% of respondents were older than 50 years of age. Demographic
details of the 184 respondents are summarised in Table 1.
Actively planning for retirement
Planning for retirement, but not seriously
Currently not planning for retirement at all

RESULTS
The survey was sent to 3367 members of the South
African Dental Association (SADA). The SADA electronic
database includes members working in the public sector, members outside the borders of South Africa, Oral
Hygienists as well as Dental Therapists. The questionnaire requested feedback only from dentists in private
practice. A total of 184 respondents answered the questions related to retirement planning. The majority of the
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Figure 1: Retirement planning according to age

7%
>60 years

205

206 > research

Table 2: Retirement planning
Good age for retirement
< 55 years
55-59 years
60-64 years
65-69 years
70 years and older
Never
Will selected age for retirement be a realistic goal?
Yes
No
Situation regarding retirement planning
I am actively planning for financial independence at
retirement
I am planning for retirement but not seriously
Currently I am not involved in financial planning for
retirement at all
Do you feel confident that you will be able to retire
comfortably (financially independent)?
Yes, I am confident
No, I am not confident and will have to postpone my
retirement

n

%

12
33
35
56
42
6

6.52
17.94
19.02
30.43
22.83
3.26

108
76
128
45
11

84
100

When asked to indicate what age respondents feel would
be a good age for retirement, the majority (30.43%, n=56)
indicated that 65 to 69 years is desirable, followed by
22.83% (n=42) of respondents who indicated that 70
years or older will be appropriate (Table 2).
The majority of respondents (69.57%) are actively planning for their retirement and only 5.98% are not involved
in any financial planning for retirement (Table 2).
Twenty percent of respondents younger than 30 years of
age are currently not involved in retirement planning at all,
while this also applies to 7% of respondents older than
60 years (Figure 1). It was mostly the older respondents,
namely 71% of 41-50 year old respondents, 94% of 51-60
year old respondents and 72 % of respondents older than
60 years, who are actively planning towards having financial independence at retirement (Figure 1).
Results indicated that more than half of the respondents
(54.35%), however, are not confident that they will be able
to retire financially independent and think they will have to
postpone their retirements (Table 2).

DISCUSSION
Most people look forward to retirement as a time to start
relaxing and enjoying life. Unfortunately, the harsh reality
is that only a few can afford to retire financially independent and to maintain their pre-retirement lifestyle. In
contrast to Australian dentists who seem to be generally
well-prepared for retirement.13 American dentists are not
so confident about financially independent retirement,
and think they will have to postpone their retirement.12
The current study investigated the perception of dentists
in South Africa on their preparedness for financially independent retirement.
The response of only 184 dentists from 3367 questionnaires
is admittedly disappointing but it is to be recognised that
the request to complete the Questionnaire was limited to
dentists in private practice, whilst the survey documents

were in fact sent out to every member of the
Association, whether in public service, or as
Dental Therapist or Oral Hygienist. (Desired
sample size from estimated number of private
practitioners at 2760 SADA members at 95%
confidence limit would have been about
350 responses). Within those limitations,
however, the outcomes of the descriptive
analysis are still revealing of a trend.

From the results it is evident that those dentists who participated in this section of the
58.70
overall study still value the traditional opinion
41.30
about retirement age being near 65 years
of age, as the majority of respondents indi69.57
cated 65-69 years of age as being “good”
for retirement. A large percentage (22.83%)
24.46
of respondents preferred retirement at 70
5.98
years or older. It may be assumed that as
the officially recognized retirement age for
South Africans is 65, this may have influenced the responses, although the reasons
45.65
for the preferences were not explored.
54.35
Another assumption, which was to some
degree strengthened by the other results of
this study, may be that financial constraints simply prevent
dentists from retiring earlier, and that the majority then
have no option other than to work at least to the age of
65 years, or even longer. Research has shown that most
of the time people will, wisely, retire only if they can financially afford to do so.3,4 It is also a known fact that people
worldwide are living longer,15 and studies postulate that
individuals expecting to live longer will retire at an age later
than would those expecting to die early, as they will need
greater wealth to finance more years of retirement.16,17 This
might also explain the intentions of many dentists to retire
at an older age.
The results of this study indicate that the majority of
respondents (69,75%) are actively planning for retirement.
Clearly, it is mostly the older respondents, namely 71%
of 41-50 year old respondents, 94% of 51-60 year old
respondents and 72% of respondents older than 60 years,
who are committed to planning for financial independence
at retirement. A survey among Australian dentists aged 50
years and older enquiring about their preparedness for
retirement, reported comparable findings, namely that 84%
of older dentists are actively planning for financial independence in retirement, 12% were planning but not seriously,
and only 4% were not involved in financial planning at all.13
The fact that 45% of respondents in this study aged 31 to
40 years and 28% of respondents younger than 30 years
are not seriously planning for retirement, and that 20% of
respondents younger than 30 years are not planning for
retirement at all, might be a concern. Most experts agree
that one should begin to plan and save for retirement
as early as possible, preferably as soon as an income is
being earned.18-22 The later you start to save, the less you
will have when you reach retirement, and when you start
saving only as you get older, you will also have to put more
into retirement savings to try to make up for the years
when you were earning an income but not saving towards
retirement. Recognising the need for an early commitment
to preparation for retirement, Dental Schools can definitely
play a role in educating dental students on the importance
of proper retirement planning and early retirement saving
and investment.
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More than half of the respondents in this study (54.35%)
are not confident that they will be able to retire financially
independent and think they will have to postpone their
retirement. This finding came as no surprise, given similar
findings amongst American dentists,12 and the general
statistics indicating that most individuals in South Africa
will not be able to retire financially independent.6-9 But if
financial independent retirement seems to be such an
elusive goal for most, the question must then certainly be
just how much do you then actually need in order to retire
with financial confidence? Unfortunately there is no easy,
straightforward answer to this question, since the requisite amount of retirement funding is based on your specific needs (e.g. health care benefit expenses) and your
spending habits. Furthermore, there are three variables
influencing retirement capital that are unpredictable,
namely: how long you will live, what inflation will be in the
future, and what return you will earn on investments.23
Although it is difficult to determine an exact amount
which will be needed, there are broad ranges and guidelines used by financial experts that can give you some
idea of what should be enough. Popular financial guru
Dave Ramsey24 advises that one should save a certain
percentage of your income (typically 15 %) annually for
retirement. Swart9 proposes as a broad, conservative
estimate that one should have at least 10 times your
annual gross salary in investment if you want to retire at
age 65 and if you want to retire earlier, then at least 12
times your annual gross salary. Another calculation commonly used by financial advisors to determine retirement
capital for financial independent retirement is the 4% rule,
first established by William Bengen25 22 years ago. Bengen
used historical returns to illustrate that with a balanced
investment portfolio one can safely withdraw 4% the first
year and then an inflation-adjusted amount every year for
30 years of retirement without a significant risk of running
out of money. According to this rule, then, one needs
enough retirement capital saved to be able to meet your
annual expenses in year one of retirement by withdrawing
4% of your nest egg. To illustrate, if you need to generate
from your retirement capital R50 000 per month to cover
expenses in year one, you’ll need to have R15 000 000
saved for retirement (R15 000 000 x 4% = R 600 000 p.a.
= R 50 000 p.m.) To reverse the maths: to be able to withdraw 4% in year one means having 25 times your annual
spending invested for retirement. Although the 4% rule is
widely used in the financial world due to its simplicity to
understand and implement, it has also received much criticism over recent years21,26-32 due to certain facts such as it
does not account for variable spending patterns, different
tax brackets, investment costs, market volatility and different asset classes amongst other considerations.
Although only guidelines, the above numbers might be
quite sobering to many readers. Unfortunately, the reality remains that most people underestimate what they
will actually need for retirement, and do not save enough
for financially independent retirement. The importance of
early retirement saving and investment can therefore not
be stressed enough. For those amongst us that have not
given much thought to retirement planning, the advice
will be to sit down and do it as soon as possible. Swart9
proposes three steps when planning for retirement. First,
establish your retirement goals: e.g. maintaining an equal
standard of living as before retirement or aiming for a 75%
replacement ratio, your desired age of retirement, just

saving enough to last you for your retirement or leaving
behind a legacy for your loved ones. Secondly, establish
an amount required to attain the set goals. This amount
is determined by assessing the expenses and income
during retirement. Lastly, prepare an investment portfolio
within the constraints of your personal financial budget.

CONCLUSION
Retirement planning is much more complex than simply
contributing to a pension, provident or retirement annuity
fund, since it also requires knowledge of tax laws, compound interest, present and future time value of money
and investment strategy. Financial experts also agree on
the importance of starting retirement planning, saving
and investment early in one’s career. Statistics indicate
that most individuals in South Africa will not be able to
retire financially independent. The majority of respondents in this study also share this sentiment and think
they will have to postpone their retirement due to financial
constraints. Dental schools can play an important role in
equipping dentists with the necessary knowledge and
skills to enable proper retirement planning, and early
retirement saving and investment to ultimately ensure
financial independent retirement.

Limitations
The study reports on the responses of a relatively small
sample of the private dentist population of South Africa
who are members of SADA and have internet access.
Whilst the data may then have limited application, the
philosophy and encouragement regarding early financial
planning are well supported.
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