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George Steinbrenner caused a stir recently, not in the Yankees’ dugout, but in dental 
offices everywhere, by threatening to cancel $100,000 worth of dental benefits for front-
office employees. Steinbrenner was looking for ways to lessen his luxury-tax liability 
from the Yankees’ $100 million player payroll.  
 
The stir spilled onto the Pioneer Press’s editorial page in editorials by two separate guest 
columnists, who pounced on Steinbrenner’s selective cheapness as an opportunity to 
belittle the whole concept of dental benefits.  
 
Steinbrenner is free to distinguish himself as the only thing cheaper than dental benefits, 
which cost about a dime on the medical-benefits dollar and are considerably less volatile 
cost-wise than medical benefits or superstar athletes. But when the Pioneer Press runs 
two opinion pieces that encourage others to follow Steinbrenner’s lead in dumping 
dental, it’s time to inject some facts into the discussion. 
 
Facts like: Dental benefits are as popular as they are affordable. But we can’t expect a 
busy fellow like Steinbrenner to keep up on the latest surveys of employee attitudes, like 
the one that found that 70 percent of respondents think it’s very important for employers 
to offer dental benefits.  
 
Commentator Mark Schiller [“Dental plans illustrate health insurance dilemma, Pioneer 
Press, 11/25/02] advocates tax breaks for individuals to purchase their own coverage, but 
it’s misleading to suggest, as he does, that a demand-driven spike in costs from people 
using employee-sponsored dental benefits is a clear justification for rewriting tax law. It’s 
true that people with dental benefits visit dentists twice as often as people without, but the 
more people use dental benefits for preventive care, the less care costs overall, as we’ll 
see in a moment.  
 
Schiller is even farther off to suggest that we can look at dental insurance as a microcosm 
of what’s wrong with our medical system as a whole. Some have suggested that if 
medical coverage worked a little more like dental, it wouldn’t have double-digit cost 
hikes annually. In any case, these statistics, from the U.S. government’s Centers for 
Medicare & Medicaid Services (formerly HCFA), might have persuaded Schiller to find 
another peg on which to hang his proposals: Dental expenditures are expected to account 
for 4.5 percent of total health care spending in 2005 -- down from 6.8 percent 37 years 
ago.  
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Another commentator, Lloyd Wallin [“A better dental plan” Pioneer Press 12/10/02] 
picks up on Schiller’s observation that annual maximums in dental benefits are 
comparatively low. Too low, they say, to cover catastrophes. What does it do to their 
argument that dental benefits are set up specifically to prevent catastrophic dental illness 
in the first place?  
 
One study examining 15 years of claims data indicated that every dollar spent on 
preventive dental care saved four dollars in treatment. The American Dental Hygienists’ 
Association came up with a figure that was even higher: For every dollar spent on 
prevention, $8 to $50 is saved in restorative and emergency procedures. Readers can 
decide for themselves whether it’s necessary to have $10,000 (to pick a number at 
random) in available benefits when the vast majority of individuals manage well within 
the smaller annual amounts currently in use. 
 
It’s fine for Schiller to overlook these facts when pushing for tax credits, and we can’t 
expect Wallin to give the other side when pitching his favored reimbursement product. 
But readers might wonder whether these writers aren’t offering solutions in search of a 
problem – or, to get back to Steinbrenner, solutions to problems of their own making – 
since the writers fail to make the case that there’s any problem at all when it comes to 
dental benefits.  
 
 
Michael Walsh is president and CEO of Delta Dental Plan of Minnesota. 
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