The Journal of the Michigan Dental Association

Volume 106 | Number 5 Article 10

5-1-2024

DR. TODD CHRISTY: Meet Your 2024-25 MDA President

David Foe MA, CDE
Michigan Dental Association Managing Editor, dfoe@michigandental.org

Follow this and additional works at: https://commons.ada.org/journalmichigandentalassociation

b Part of the Dental Public Health and Education Commons, Health Law and Policy Commons, Human
Resources Management Commons, and the Leadership Commons

Recommended Citation

Foe, David MA, CDE (2024) "DR. TODD CHRISTY: Meet Your 2024-25 MDA President," The Journal of the
Michigan Dental Association: Vol. 106: No. 5, Article 10.

Available at: https://commons.ada.org/journalmichigandentalassociation/vol106/iss5/10

This Cover Story is brought to you for free and open access by the State & Local Dental Publications at
ADACommons. It has been accepted for inclusion in The Journal of the Michigan Dental Association by an
authorized editor of ADACommons. For more information, please contact commons@ada.org.


https://commons.ada.org/journalmichigandentalassociation
https://commons.ada.org/journalmichigandentalassociation/vol106
https://commons.ada.org/journalmichigandentalassociation/vol106/iss5
https://commons.ada.org/journalmichigandentalassociation/vol106/iss5/10
https://commons.ada.org/journalmichigandentalassociation?utm_source=commons.ada.org%2Fjournalmichigandentalassociation%2Fvol106%2Fiss5%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/653?utm_source=commons.ada.org%2Fjournalmichigandentalassociation%2Fvol106%2Fiss5%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/901?utm_source=commons.ada.org%2Fjournalmichigandentalassociation%2Fvol106%2Fiss5%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/633?utm_source=commons.ada.org%2Fjournalmichigandentalassociation%2Fvol106%2Fiss5%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/633?utm_source=commons.ada.org%2Fjournalmichigandentalassociation%2Fvol106%2Fiss5%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1443?utm_source=commons.ada.org%2Fjournalmichigandentalassociation%2Fvol106%2Fiss5%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://commons.ada.org/journalmichigandentalassociation/vol106/iss5/10?utm_source=commons.ada.org%2Fjournalmichigandentalassociation%2Fvol106%2Fiss5%2F10&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:commons@ada.org

| |
MANUAL SENSOR

ook

»




COVER STORY

INTERVIEW:

DR. TODD CHRISTY

Meet Your 2024-25 MDA President

Todd Christy, DDS, became Michigan Dental Association president on April
20 at the close of the 2024 MDA House of Delegates in Lansing. Although
this is a new assignment, Christy is hardly new to the MDA. He has served
as an MDA trustee, as MDA secretary, as speaker of the House of Delegates,
as a member of the MDA Insurance & Financial Group Board, on the ADA
9th District delegation, and most recently as MDA president-elect. He also
chaired last year’s Executive Director Search Committee.

Christy practices general dentistry in Berrien Springs and St. Joseph, in
southwest Michigan. He brings to the MDA leadership the perspective of a
practicing dentist in a beautiful and sometimes overlooked area of the state
near the shores of Lake Michigan. He is a 1996 graduate of the University of
Mercy School of Dentistry, though he will always be a lifelong Spartan, having
graduated from MSU in 1992 with a bachelor’s degree in microbiology. He
and his wife Beth have two sons — Will, who just graduated from Michigan
State, and Drew, currently attending MSU.

Here are some questions and answers to help you get to know our new
MDA president a little better.

(Continued on Page 34)
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Journal: What are your hopes for the
MDA as you begin your year as MDA
president?

Christy: I'm excited for the coming
year ahead for the Michigan Dental
Association, and filled with hope for
what we can accomplish together.

I'm excited for our members to
meet and collaborate with our new ex-
ecutive director, John Tramontana.
John brings his own unique perspec-
tive on leadership from his vast expe-
rience that will serve our members
and lead our incredible team in

Okemos. I'm so thrilled that I get to
work closely with him and travel
around the state over the coming year
to help him connect with our members.

State’s great — Both Todd Christy and wife Beth are Michigan State alumni. They're pictured here in the Union l:;uilding on campus

[ know that there will be challenges
that our MDA will face. Every year
there is something that tests our col-
lective resolve and makes us adjust
the sails on our course. I believe in
our newly seated Board members,
too, and cannot wait to work and lead
our association with them.

Journal: So what do you see as the
biggest challenges facing Michigan
dentistry in 2024?

Christy: [ think the biggest chal-
lenges facing the practice of dentistry
in Michigan are workforce shortage,
practice and profession profitability,
and lastly, the difficulty in selling
practices at retirement. These are

nothing new to dentistry. The past
four years, though, have exacerbated
the challenges, with the large amount
of team members leaving the work-
force, the increased costs of materi-
als, and dental benefit company reim-
bursements not keeping up with the
increasing inflation — to name a few
of the big problems.

Journal: What do you see as the most
pressing issues today, strictly in terms
of MDA legislative and governmental
advocacy?

Christy: Our MDA Committee on
Governmental Issues and Affairs
works diligently at setting our MDA
priorities every year. | agree com-

A

along with son Will (right), who graduated last month, and son Drew (left) who is currently attending MSU.
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pletely with what our MDA priorities
are this year — establishing effective
dental loss ratio legislation, ensuring
assignment of benefits, fixing the situ-
ation with virtual credit card pay-
ments, increasing Medicaid anesthe-
sia reimbursement, doing something
to help relieve the student debt crisis,
and making some inroads on the
workforce shortage. Every dental
practice type in Michigan is affected
by at least one of those issues.

Journal: Very true.

Christy: Let me focus on a couple
of them. On assignment of benefits,
every day our MDA team hears of the
difficulties patients and dentists face
with dealing with dental plans. More
than 20 other states have assignment
of benefit laws in place to ensure that
patients could always access the
maximum benefit of their plan and
see their dentist regardless of the
dentist-insurer relationship. But any
legislation here in Michigan has to do
what it is intended to do, and so we're
working very carefully to make sure
that happens.

The student debt crisis is still con-
tinuing to be a challenge, with the
staggering amounts being accumulat-
ed through dental school. We know
this can have impact on where new
graduates practice, how they prac-
tice, and who they treat. Finding ways
to curb student debt and bring some
relief would be a great help to young
dentists, as well as increasing access
to dental care by giving them more
choices in terms of where to practice
as well as their practice settings.

Journal: There’s been discussion
recently about health equity - dental
health equity. Realistically, is there
much that the MDA can do to promote
better dental health and to ensure that
more Michigan citizens have access to
oral health care? Is this a national
issue, or a local issue?

In the office — Christy and his practice partner Dr. Eric Balsis confer at their office in
Berrien Springs. They also practice in nearby St. Joseph.

Christy: It’s a national issue and a
statewide issue and a local issue. |
think what the MDA can do to pro-
mote dental health equity is in edu-
cating the public about the need for
dental care, and then working with
our state officials to make sure we
maintain funding for things like
Healthy Kids Dental and Adult Dental
Medicaid, as well as our Donated
Dental Services program. It was the
MDA that pressed hard to get Healthy
Kids Dental expanded across the
state, and we've made a lot of prog-
ress with Medicaid too. And of course
the MDA and Michigan dentists are
constantly doing volunteer service in
underserved communities, from the
Michigan Mission of Mercy, to local
programs, or things like the Victors
for Veterans program through U of M.
There’s a lot we can do, and have
done, but there’s always more to do.
The MDA also works closely with a
number of advocacy groups to give
our input, suggestions, and support.

Journal: Workforce issues continue to be
top-of-the-mind for many of our mem-

bers, specifically the need for more
registered dental hygienists and regis-
tered dental assistants in the workplace.
It seems like there are many factors
involved here — changing demograph-
ics, pay relative to the positions, lack of
accredited schools, changing expecta-
tions of those in the workforce. What
are your thoughts on this?

Christy: Every one of those issues is
a part of the challenge with workforce.
[ think that the high number of retire-
ments and people leaving the dental
field to pursue other careers during
the period from 2020 into 2021 had the
greatest effect on the workforce situa-
tion. This loss of workforce was not
able to be overcome by the number of
hygienists and assistants coming from
accredited programs in the state. And
since then, we've had an increase in
educational opportunities for dental
assistants in particular, but the chal-
lenge is these programs are typically
based in urban areas, which don’t suit
the needs of dental practices else-
where in the state.
(Continued on Page 36)
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Our workforce is getting smaller,
and it’s aging. This is a national trend,
not just in dentistry. So we have to be
aware of that. But, practices need to
better understand how to communi-
cate with this next generation coming
into the workforce. We have to appeal
to them and show them that being
part of a dental office is a great ca-
reer. The dynamic of potentially hav-
ing four different generations in one
office can create strife and consterna-
tion for sure, but that can happen
even with a practice of five all the
same age. That being said, I think that
acknowledging and relishing our gen-
erational differences, as we try to do
in my practice, can create a unique
opportunity to succeed together.

Journal: Another problem continues to
be the declining number of dentists in
smaller towns and rural areas. Some
longtime practices are closing, without
a buyer. Is that a problem in southwest
Michigan? Are there any solutions?

Christy: 've seen this play out
with practices in Berrien County clos-
ing with no buyer, and in one case

“NeRAn
Y

—

where no attempt was made to even
find a buyer. It’s disappointing be-
cause these practices I know of were
once vibrant and thriving, but with
time had diminished. It’s one reason
why in our 28-year-old practice we
continue to invest in technology and
our team to stay up on the practice of
dentistry. You have to keep current,
keep building. You can'’t let a practice
decay or run downhill. That’s one so-
lution to start with. Another solution
to the problem is being involved in
your local dental society and get to
know the other dentists in your area.
You never know who might have a
contact or who may be looking to join
or purchase a practice. And then a
third solution is to check in with op-
portunities to network with the dental
schools. I had the pleasure of going to
the ADA Dentist and Student Lobby
Day in Washington, D.C., last year. I
met over a dozen students from De-
troit Mercy and Michigan, and to a
person was impressed with the amaz-
ing talent and individuals who joined
us in D.C. Finding a way as a dentist to
connect with them in school as a men-
tor or just as a contact could prove to

Quick review — Sue Downing, a member of the office’s business team, reviews a

patient’s account with Christy.

be a huge win long term.

The way I found my practice in
1996 was through my then-fiancee’s
dentist. He walked in and checked
with Beth and asked where [ was in
school. | was in my senior year and
was ready to get out and get going.
His team really helped me out and I
ended up purchasing his satellite
practice. It worked back then, and it
can work now. Those relationships
can really help.

Journal: On a somewhat related note,
many of our component societies are
experiencing challenges in terms of
finding individuals to serve in various
capacities at the local level. What
would you say to a member to encour-
age him or her to get involved and
develop those relationships? Is there
anything the MDA can do to encourage
involvement?

Christy: [ can speak from personal
experience that being involved in our
association has helped me to be a
better dentist and a better leader in
my practice as well. When I started
with organized dentistry, it was at the
local component level. That’s always
a great way to connect with other
dentists in the community, who for
the most part are happy to help as a
mentor or be a resource. I had men-
tors who helped me with practice
challenges, plus learned leadership
skills from them. Sometimes, more
importantly, I learned how not to
lead. I would strongly recommend for
members to step up and take owner-
ship in their local component.

I can talk all day about why mem-
bers should get involved. The biggest
thing I learned at all levels of the as-
sociation is that members will not
show up at a Board meeting or join a
committee if they are never asked or
invited. Local component leaders
need to connect and communicate
with their members to have them say
“yes” to getting involved. Leaders
need to understand the roles they are
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asking people to say “yes” to, give the
people an understanding of the com-
mitment in time and energy, and last-
ly, they need to stand and mentor
those new leaders on their path. The
first step, as always, is a one-to-one
connection.

Journal: That's very true. We've heard
that over and over.

Christy: Involvement many times
begins at the local level. But there are
opportunities at the statewide level
as well. Some may be as simple as
hosting a speaker at the Annual Ses-
sion — we always need people to do
that. I believe more should take ad-
vantage of our LEAD program, our
Mentor Program, and the Leadership
Forum we have in September. You
could attend an in-district legislative
meeting, or take photos at a compo-
nent meeting and send them into the
Journal, or sign up for the MDA COV-
ER program, which is a locum tenens
service. There are many ways to get
involved, and the MDA is looking for
members to get involved.

Journal: Can you speak more about
some of the MDA's mentoring pro-
grams that are in place?

Christy: Yes. So for instance, the
LEAD Program is a year-long program
for those members who want to take
a step forward on their path. It isn’t
only for new graduates though. I can-
not say how much I believe in this
program, and the results from our
previous classes show the effect it
has had at the local, state, and nation-
al level. Quite a few of our leaders
now have gone through this program.
Most important to me though is the
effect it has on the members at their
personal level. It’s great.

Our MDA Mentor Program keeps
moving forward, connecting mem-
bers to members based on their needs
or interests. This is fairly new and I'm
hoping to see this program grow more

House speaker — Christy served for six years as speaker of the MDA House of
Delegates, including in 2020, when he led a virtual House session at the height of
the COVID-19 pandemic.

in the coming year by spotlighting it
to help members connect.

Last, I cannot speak highly enough
about the Leadership Forum in Sep-
tember in Lansing. There are areas of
focus for component leaders. Then
there are presentations on leadership
in the dental practice, and panel dis-
cussions and open forums where par-
ticipants can raise issues and chal-
lenges and find solutions. This event
provides a unique opportunity for
communicating best practices across
all those areas of focus, connecting
leaders across the state for future col-
laboration. It’s a great way to see
you're not alone in the challenge of
leadership at all levels.

Journal: Now onto another issue that's
also related to membership — the
American Dental Association has
experienced a decline in membership
for a number of years now, and may
soon dip under the 50% mark nation-
ally. Yet Michigan dentists continue to
support the MDA, and our membership
has been steady at around 75%. Why
is that, and what is the answer for the

ADA — or is there one?

Christy: I think MDA dentists sup-
port the MDA and maintain their
membership for as many reasons as
we have dentists. 'm sure there are
always one or two reasons why our
members make the commitment to
renew their membership and stay ac-
tive to whatever level that works for
them. [ think members stay members
of the MDA because of our strong
continuing education offerings over
diverse topics, our MDA Journal, our
engaged MDA staff team as a resource
in the areas of dental practice, our
legislative advocacy to help our prac-
tices — and then, hands down, the
MDA Insurance and MDA Services en-
dorsed programs are the best avail-
able that help member dentists and
their practices. There are more ben-
efits than those, but personally those
are the areas I look to the MDA.

Regarding the ADA, their problem
is a national problem, where they
deal with more than 50 other con-
stituencies. They cannot wave a

(Continued on Page 38)
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magic wand to fix the local, state, or
territory problems and challenges
faced everywhere else. I do know
that a number of the initiatives that
the MDA has started and succeeded
with have been passed along through
the ADA to other states to help them
in their work. We are a leader in that
respect. The ADA is currently work-
ing on its new membership initiative,
and our Board of Trustees met with
the incoming ADA president-elect as

Always a Spartan — Christy is that rarity among MDA Board members — a fan of the

well as the ADA team at our Febru-
ary board meeting. It’s still a work in
progress though. More information
will be coming before the ADA House
of Delegates meets in October.

Folks need to realize that the ADA
member percentage relies on all the
constituent and local components to
provide support and reasons to join
as well. The MDA is fortunate in that
we’'ve had a long history of high in-
volvement, and our for-profit subsid-

Green and White! After MSU, he graduated from Detroit Mercy Dental (Class of '94).

iaries are able to provide us with
non-dues income that allows us to
provide more services to our mem-
bers than perhaps some other states.
We are reaping the benefits of some
of those leaders back in the ’80s who
started MDA Insurance and then
MDA Services, so that we weren’t en-
tirely reliant on dues for revenue.

Journal: Getting back to involvement
— how did you get involved in
organized dentistry? What spurred
you on to become a Board member,
MDA secretary, then come back as
House speaker, and now president?

Christy: [ started my involvement
in dental school with ASDA, but more
so with student government. After
graduation, I was invited to a Board
meeting at Lakeland Valley District. |
got involved there on the Board and
chairing the membership commit-
tee, and then Peer Review/Ethics.
When no one would step up from our
society to take on the role of trustee
to the MDA Board, I offered to help.
The learning curve was steep at that
time. Governance was markedly dif-
ferent and regionally based. There
wasn’t always openness between
some trustees to partner together on
the best way forward for the whole
association. But when I left the Board
after six years serving on it, the one
role I wanted if it ever came available
was speaker of the House. I had al-
ways enjoyed the parliamentary side
of how meetings moved and created
outcomes and success for our asso-
ciation. So, I did that and enjoyed it.
Eventually I felt a call to serve as
president and utilize my skillset and
passion for what we do. [ want to
help this year in communicating
with our members in my own way to
engage them and connect members
across the state so they succeed.

Journal: You mention member success.
That's part of the MDA’s mission. What
do you think the state of Michigan's
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dental economy is right now? Are our members feeling
relatively successful, or are dentists feeling the pinch of the
past few years’ inflation and other economic issues?

Christy: [ think that the economy definitely continues to
be a challenge on dental practices across the state, and
nationwide for that matter. This year is, of course, an elec-
tion year, which always throws a wrench into the works.
The uncertainty in the presidential election creates worry.
Inflation nationwide is still present, and that shows up in
our members’ practice bottom lines. Third-party payers, if
practices work with them, don’t appear to be keeping up
with the inflationary changes. That cuts into the profitabil-
ity of a practice. On the plus side, the recent increase in
Medicaid funding and participation is one area that I've
heard is helping members to better serve their patients as
well as help their practices financially.

Journal: What do you think the MDA does particularly well?

Christy: The MDA has got a lot of things that are going
well according to our most recent member opinion sur-
vey. I'd mentioned earlier the MDA Journal, CE programs,
and legislative advocacy. We are moving forward with
the utilization of Salesforce, which is a customer service
membership system that the ADA is adopting, and I be-
lieve that will further improve our connection and serve
of our members’ needs.

Journal: And what do you think the MDA could do better?

Christy: The truth be told, we can all always do better
at communication. As I said before, the new systems com-
ing online for our MDA team to work with will improve
how we serve our members. Personally, [ would also like
to see our committee structure be reinvigorated, with
members stepping up to serve so their voices and unique
skillsets are best used to help our MDA grow and be stron-
ger Our members are the key. Also, I would love to see
our local components engage and invite Board members
to attend either virtually or in person to their Board meet-
ings there. Ask questions and get to know those who rep-
resent you. For six years as speaker, | talked about that as
one of the best ways to know what’s going on and to share
your voice. There were not many components that did
that, and I want to see more occurring in terms of con-
necting components and the MDA Board members.

Journal: Tell us about your family and some of the things
you enjoy outside of dentistry.

Christy: Beth and I met at MSU, where she graduated
with a social science degree, then got her teaching certifica-

New president — After serving as an MDA trustee and House
speaker, Christy is ready to get to work as MDA president.

tion through Grand Valley State University and her master’s
in educational leadership at Western. Beth taught for a few
years for the Benton Harbor Schools before transitioning to
working with our kids’ schools and with non-profits in coor-
dinating volunteers. Most important to her, though, is giv-
ing her time and talent as a hands-on volunteer to impact
our community.

Will, our oldest son, graduated in April this year with a
degree in public policy from MSU. He'll be starting his mas-
ter’s in the fall in public administration. Drew, our younger
son, is starting his senior year at MSU in mechanical engi-
neering, with a focus on biomedical engineering.

As a family, we enjoy spending time outside, with hik-
ing, kayaking, golf, and boating in the warm seasons. In
the winter, you’ll find us out in the snow, skiing and snow-
shoeing. We love exploring Michigan, and with that find-
ing new breweries and experiences that our great state
has to offer. Beth and I are looking forward to seeing new
hometowns across the state over the coming year as I
travel to components as the president of the Michigan
Dental Association.

Journal: I'm sure it's going to be a good year.
Christy: Thank you. I look forward to it, and [ hope

everyone reading this will feel free to contact me with
any issues or concerns they may have. ®

Contact Dr. Christy via email at xtrctr@sbcglobal.net.
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