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In The Office
EXECUTIVES IN FOCUS

A

Deborah Cole and her dedicated team are delivering vital 
dental services to those in need across Victoria. 

Images by Estelle Judah Photography

Dental Health Services 
Victoria is servicing 
and caring for those 
in need across the 
State of Victoria, 

providing clinical dental services 
and oral care. Deborah Cole, CEO 
of Dental Health Services Victoria, 
recently spoke to The CEO 
Magazine about how the 
organisation is developing and 
directing its essential services. 

The CEO Magazine : With your 
diverse range of experience 
across multiple sectors, how have 
you utilised your knowledge and 
expertise in your current role?

Deborah: I started off as a dentist 
and I still am a registered  
dentist. Then I moved into local 
government, then into the acute 
hospital sector in both public and 
private settings. All those different 
experiences assisted me immensely. 

I think when you’re working in 
public health, you can’t do 
anything by yourself, particularly 
when you’re in an environment 
like public dentistry. We have to 

work with The Royal Dental 
Hospital of Melbourne and 57 
community health agencies to 
deliver our services. We don’t  
do it by ourselves; we do it in 
partnership and collaboration. I 
think the skills that I brought from 
local government and working in 
the acute sector have really helped 
me know how to work in a 
collaborative way with lots of 
different organisations. 

I also think my experience has 
helped me to work well with 
different communities. We have to 
work with a lot of diverse 
communities to encourage them to 
access our services. It’s about 
understanding the barriers those 
communities are facing and 
assisting them to seek our care. I’m 
particularly thinking about people 
who wouldn’t traditionally find 
our services, like Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities 
and asylum seeker communities. 

For example, when people come 
out of detention centres, they’ve 
often got some significant oral 
health issues. So we sent some 

members of our dental team to the 
detention centres when the 
refugees and asylum seekers were 
about to be released. Our team 
conducted dental screenings as 
part of the general health 
screenings and referred people to 
community dental clinics for 
follow-up care. It’s one of those 
projects where we’re working with 
Western Region Health Centre, the 
Red Cross, Foundation House, 
AMES, and the Asylum Seeker 
Resource Centre to deliver services 
to community groups who 
wouldn’t have any idea how to 
access them. 

How have you transformed 
Dental Health Services Victoria 
since becoming CEO in 2011?

First, this is actually my second 
time at Dental Health Services 
Victoria. I’m one of quite a lot of 
people who choose to return. Also, 
like a lot of people, I chose to 
come back because I’m passionate 
about oral health and making a 
difference in the community. It’s  
a great organisation with a lot of 
great people that work within it.

“We have to 
work with a  

lot of diverse 
communities to 

encourage 
them to access 

our services. 
It’s about 

understanding 
the barriers 

those 
communities 

are facing  
and assisting 
them to seek 

our care.” 
- Deborah Cole
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With respect to the transformation 
we’ve seen since I started as CEO, 
in some ways I’ve been very 
fortunate in that we’ve had some 
significant funding coming to the 
organisation. Part of what we’ve 
done is to be able to scale up the 
organisation significantly to ensure 
that every cent of that money is 
used to deliver more services to 
the community.  

The sort of scale that I’m talking 
about is that we’ve gone from an 
organisation of about $120 million 
to $200 million, and we did that 
virtually overnight. That’s a very 
significant change for an 
organisation that’s been sitting at 
the same size for quite a long time. 
We needed to set ourselves up so 
that we could be flexible and 
nimble enough to take that 
funding and absolutely maximise 
the use of it. 

The disheartening thing is that we 
might have to go back the other 
way because we’re heading into a 
tough financial year with major 
cuts to federal funding. We’re very 

and that’s really important for an 
organisation like ours. We also 
talk about teamwork; you can’t  
do dental care without a solid 
team. And we talk about 
excellence because we need to 
ensure that we provide a really 
high-quality service. 

How do you work with suppliers 
and strategic partners to ensure 
the best service?

We have lots of strong 
relationships. Our strategic 
partners include the 57 community 
health agencies that deliver dental 
services in Victoria. We also work 
really closely with universities in a 
number of ways. We support 
teaching across the state, so any 
clinical placements are usually 
done in our facilities. We also work 
closely with the private dental 
sector because they also deliver a 
lot of services on our behalf. In 
addition, we work with a variety of 
different health and community 
organisations like the Red Cross, 
Diabetes Australia, the Royal 

Flying Doctor Service, as well as 
midwives and maternal and child 
health nurses. 

From a supplier perspective, we 
buy all the dental supplies for 
public dentistry in the state and 
we then send them out to 
different organisations. The 
suppliers are fantastic about 
working with us to make sure  
that we get the best-value-for-
money products. 

Where do you see the industry 
going in the years ahead? What 
issues will you and your team  
be tackling?

As I said, our job is to look after 
the eligible people in Victoria. 
What I find amazing is that 30 per 
cent of the state’s population is 
eligible to see us. Even after the 
huge influx of funding that we’ve 
had in the past year, we still only 
treat around 18 per cent of that 30 
per cent. There are a lot of people 
out there that cannot and don’t 
access care. 

Our ability to treat is really 
dependent on funding streams.  
At the same time, we’re really 
committed to introducing new 
models of care that will provide 
high-quality services at lower  
unit costs. 

We need to find ways to make sure 
that whether you’re disadvantaged 
or not, you have the same access to 
dental care as you do to general 
healthcare. For me, dentistry 
shouldn’t be seen as an extra; it’s 
integral to general health, and we 
need to make sure that people are 
given access to good dental care.  

aware of the fact that we have to 
use the dollars we have the best 
possible way, so we’ve been 
treating as many people as we 
possibly can. Losing a big chunk 
of funding means we have to use 
whatever money we’ve got more 
efficiently. So we’ve been working 
on developing more efficient 
models of care. That’s about 
making sure that we are delivering 
the right types of services to the 
right people and that we have  
the right workforce doing it. We 
want to make sure that we have a 
very preventive model of care and 
that we use a workforce that is 
trained in that preventive mode. 

How do you ensure you develop 
and build that right team? 

That’s a really important part of  
it. I have a strong view that  
values drive organisations, and  
if you have a set of values and 
people with the same mindsets 
that are consistent with those 
values, then you can drive all  
sorts of changes. 

One of the things that we’ve spent 
a lot of time on is talking to 
people about our values. 
Sometimes, change is difficult for 
people, but one of the good 
things that we’ve found is that 
when you’ve got people who are 
committed to the service they 
provide, they’re willing to accept 
change and adapt. Most people 
understand because they see the 
end goal of more people being 
treated with better quality care. 

Those are the sorts of things that 
really make a difference.

We spend a lot of time selecting 
the right people. We make sure 
people are aligned with our value 
set, and, if they’re not, then we 
really don’t want them in the 
organisation. We’ve put a lot of 
effort into making sure our 
recruitment process is a lot better 
than it has been in the past. That’s 
helped us to get really dynamic 
people in the organisation that are 
helping to achieve the things  
that we need to achieve. 

What are those core values that 
form the foundations for Dental 
Health Services Victoria?

It’s about wanting to make a 
difference for the community. A lot 
of the people we deal with are 
quite disadvantaged. We provide 
services to eligible people, so we’re 
talking about people and their 
children who are concession card 
holders. They are often struggling 
with all sorts of other things in 
their lives, and our staff have to be 
committed to making life easier for 
them. Oral health is one of those 
things that make a big difference: 
it allows people to live, work, and 
socialise with confidence and free 
of pain. 

The value set that we have centres 
on respect, as we want to respect 
our patients. Our staff talk a lot 
about what these values mean  
to them and how they interpret 
them. We talk about integrity,  

“For me, 
dentistry 
shouldn’t be 
seen as an 
extra; it’s 
integral to 
general health, 
and we need  
to make sure 
that people  
are given 
access to good  
dental care.” 
- Deborah Cole

“As a key supplier of dental equipment to DHSV, we have established a strong 
partnership over many years of proven performance from A-dec. Working 
together, we strive to ensure the community continues to receive the best 
dental care and equipment available.” - Craig Young, General Manager, A-dec

50 Years Strong
From humble beginnings in the US state of Oregon, A-dec has grown 
to become the largest dental chair manufacturer in the world.

Being dental’s top choice for decades* is only the beginning.  
Whether it’s advancing sit-down dentistry or setting the standard 
for treatment-room ergonomics, any measure of A-dec success 
is a result of quality through caring.

 •  Consistently ranked amongst Oregon’s Most Admired 
Companies including Nike and Columbia Sportswear 

 •  37 per cent of U.S. dentists who purchased major dental 
equipment or cabinetry during the last five years chose 
A-dec—more than the next three competitors combined.

 •  More than 500 schools and government institutions across  
more than 100 countries invest in A-dec equipment.

 •  62 Townie Choice Awards® during the last 11 years  
have recognized A-dec products as “Best in Class.”

 •  Number one is A-dec’s industrywide ranking for Reliability,  
Service, and Value.

To the dental professionals who have shared their insights with  
A-dec over the past five decades, thank you. Not only do you inspire 
us to make the best better, it’s why the future looks so strong.

Please join A-dec in celebrating 50 years of quality through caring. 
See us at a-dec.com/50years.
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Phone: 1800 225 010  Visit: www.a-dec.com.au 
     Follow us on Twitter: @A_decAust
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