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What sort of dentist would you make?
I was reminded of a conversation I had some time ago by successive speakers at a recent conference. Both men complained that embedding business continuity in their organisations was like pulling teeth.
Why has business continuity, I wondered, failed to establish itself on the boardroom agenda of so many major organisations, despite the events of 11 September? Is it because it is just not that important? Is it because we, as a profession, lack the skills to get our message across? Or is there another reason? Then I remembered the conversation I had with my friend Malcolm two summers ago whilst watching our children play in the park.
Our respective eight year-olds and my five year-old were re-enacting school sports day on a grass track in front of us. The results were consistent. No matter what the event, my elder child seemed to finish a gallant last in all of them.
Malcolm predicted this might soon change, so I asked him to explain. In his professional capacity as a dentist specialising in children's teeth, Malcolm had seen Oliver the previous week and recommended that he saw a physiotherapist. The physio had diagnosed a misalignment of the hips which he was able to cure with some fairly gentle manipulation.
According to Malcolm, the hip problem was a manifestation of the angle at which Oliver had sucked his thumb as a small child. It had twisted his jaw, his right shoulder and the angle of his right hip. If we could stop our son sucking his thumb completely, we would, he expected, see a dramatic improvement in his physical co-ordination.
"Malcolm", I said, "you make Sherlock Holmes look like an amateur. Do other dentists take the same approach?".
There are, he replied, three types of dentist: those who pull teeth and fill holes; those who encourage their patients to floss and brush their teeth regularly and have regular pre-emptive check-ups; and those who take a more holistic approach.
These people are interested in the health of the whole patient, not just the mouth, as a healthy mouth is unlikely to stay healthy on a sick body, and a sick mouth might lead to an unhealthy body. Sadly, Malcolm said, this group of dentists was very small in number but was starting to have some impact.
By a remarkable coincidence, that very evening I read a newspaper article that said that in a last attempt to cure his long

standing knee problems and save his career, the Brazilian footballer Ronaldo had had his wisdom teeth removed. The article went on to say that Gerard Houllier, the Liverpool manager, was also a believer in dentistry's ability to help the whole body and had recently appointed a team dentist, partly in the hope of improving Michael Owen's fitness record.
Sitting in the conference audience that morning, it suddenly struck me. There are also three types of business continuity practitioner. The "teeth-pullers", those who focus purely on recovering the organisation after a disaster. The "flossers", those that try and prevent the most obvious sorts of disasters. And the "holistics".
The last group are the sort who analyse the organisation, identify process improvements to reduce the impact and likelihood of operational failure, as well as disaster, and seek to add real day-to-day value to the outfits for which they work. They are people who are interested in the health of the whole organisation, not just the state of the disaster preparedness, the sort who can win the battle for the hearts, minds and wallets of management at all levels.
We as a profession need to attract more of these people. They are people who come from a variety of backgrounds and disciplines; people with good communications skills; people who want, and are able, to engage with their business. They can see the wider picture; they do not see business continuity as IT recovery with a few desks and chairs for colleagues to sit at in an emergency; they can demonstrate how business continuity can be used for business advantage.
In short, business continuity needs people like Malcolm to help the Olivers of this world. Not only does he now consistently run neck-and-neck with his siblings, but he recently made his father proud when Ronnie Rosenthal, the former Spurs and Liverpool footballer, approached him at half-time to congratulate him on making one of the best saves he said he had ever seen.
Clearly, there is a lot to be said for Malcolm's holistic approach to dentistry. So the question for you today is what sort of dentist would you make?
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