
DENTAL BOARD’S ACTIONS 
PROTECT DENTISTS,  
NOT THE PUBLIC

Iowa lawmakers often assure their 
constituents that creating jobs is a top 
priority. They praise small businesses, 

offer tax incentives to large ones and 
denounce “burdensome” government 
regulations. Yet, the actions of the Iowa 
Legislature and some of Iowa’s job-
licensing boards prevent Iowans from 
opening businesses and finding work.

It is time for elected officials to take a 
comprehensive look at the 34 licensing 
boards that regulate everyone from barbers 
and pharmacists to optometrists, hair 
braiders and nail technicians. Why does 
someone need government permission to 
be an interior designer or sign language 
interpreter? Is it really necessary for 
cosmetologists to have 2,100 hours of 
training before they can get a license? That is 
twice what some states require. Emergency 
medical technicians are required to have 
about one-tenth as many hours of training.

Some licensing boards are obviously important to 
protect public safety by ensuring workers have certain 
minimum education and training. Yet the licensing 
boards, often composed largely of industry insiders, 
may limit competition and protect the economic 
interests of the workers they are supposed to regulate.

Worse, lawmakers have helped these boards do 
exactly that. Among the most egregious examples of 
this: In 2009, the Legislature approved an amendment 
to Iowa law that ensured only dentists can provide 
teeth-whitening services.

That’s right. You can whiten your own teeth with 
a mouth tray and gel purchased at a drugstore. You 
can go online and buy exactly the same products 
dentists use in their offices. And if you lived in most 
other states, you could set up a business offering this 
cosmetic procedure to the public — and many people 
have.

But not in Iowa.
Iowa is one of only five states where there are laws 

that prohibit non-dentists from providing teeth-

whitening services, according to a report by the 
Institute for Justice, a civil liberties interest group in 
Washington, D.C. Only a licensed dentist can whiten 
anyone’s teeth “at any geographic location,” according 
to Iowa law. Melanie Johnson, executive director of 
the Iowa Dental Board, said a dental assistant can 
do the whitening under the supervision of a dentist. 
Of course, that guarantees the dentist is paid for the 
service and a dental hygienist can’t open his or her 
own business, even though this worker was trained 
in whitening if she attended Des Moines Area 
Community College.

The Iowa Dental Board, a majority of whose 
members are dentists, regulates dental professionals 
and pushed for this change in law. Even before the 
change, the board had been interpreting an old law to 
justify investigating teeth-whitening businesses. The 
board sent those businesses letters notifying them that 
they were “not licensed in the State of Iowa to practice 
dentistry” and that they should “cease and desist from 
this illegal activity.”

The board has sent more than 20 such letters to new 
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ISSUED BY STATE
The Des Moines Register obtained copies of more 

than 20 “cease and desist” orders sent by the Iowa 
Dental Board to businesses and individuals offering 
teeth-whitening services. Many included reports from 
board investigators. Here is information from a few:

Before the law was changed to explicitly say that 
only dental professionals can whiten teeth, two 
investigators watched a whitening business in North 
Park Mall in Davenport before approaching the 
workers. The owner said an attorney told him the 
business was legal. The investigators told him “it had 
been the board’s position that a tooth whitening 
service not performed by a dentist is not legal.” The 
investigators then asked for his CPR card and inquired 
whether he planned to stay open or close.

In another case, an investigator asked the 
owner to walk him through the process. Then 
he told her he was an investigator for the board 
and was there to share with her what Iowa law 
said. The woman asked what she was supposed 
to do about her remaining clients that day. The 
investigator said, “I advised I was merely there 
to advise her of the law and that I believe that 
what she described to me ... would be considered 
illegal.”

IOWA HAS 34 BOARDS
THAT ISSUE JOB LICENSES

Want to work in Iowa? You may have to receive 
permission from the government. In addition to the 
thousands of people who need “certification” to work 
in specific jobs, thousands more must secure a license 
from a state board.

Iowa has 34 licensing boards overseeing dozens of 
professions. They are composed mostly of individuals 
who work in a specific industry. Many are appointed 
by the governor and confirmed by the Iowa Senate.

Among the professions overseen by a state board: 
athletic trainers, accountants, architects, barbers, 
chiropractors, cosmetologists, nail technicians, 
dentists, dietitians, teachers, electricians, engineers, 
land surveyors, hearing aid dispensers, interior 
designers, landscape architects, massage therapists, 
doctors, funeral directors, nurses, nursing home 
administrators, optometrists, pharmacists, plumbers, 
physical and occupational therapists, physician 
assistants, podiatrists, psychologists, real estate 
appraisers, real estate brokers, sign language 
interpreters, social workers, and speech pathologists.

and expanding businesses in Iowa — essentially scaring 
them into closing.

One man who had rented space in a Cedar Rapids 
mall told investigators he had consulted an attorney, 
purchased a franchise and was just getting started in 
his new endeavor. A business owner in Ankeny thought 
she was abiding by law and asked investigators what she 
was supposed to do about the remaining clients she had 
scheduled that day. Another was apparently so rattled 
by the investigators he said he was closing immediately, 
reports from the investigators said.

Teeth-whitening is hardly dangerous. It poses 
about as much risk as many other cosmetic services 
consumers perform on themselves — from bleaching 
their upper lips to chemically removing leg hair. The 
most common side effects are irritated gums and 
increased tooth sensitivity. But federal agencies don’t 
even caution consumers about that.

The Iowa Dental Board investigations into teeth-
whitening businesses were not prompted by consumers 
who had been injured. Almost all resulted from dentists 
tattling on their competitors.

Limiting who can whiten teeth isn’t about protecting 
public health. It’s about ensuring only dentists capture 
revenue from the lucrative service. (Members of the 
American Academy of Cosmetic Dentistry collect 
an average of $25,000 annually for whitening teeth, 
according to the Institute for Justice.)

So in 2008, the Iowa Dental Board adopted a 
position statement advocating that only dentists 
should be able to whiten teeth. The board voted to 
pursue a change in Iowa law to cement that in place. 
Iowa law had previously defined the practice of 
dentistry in the same way most Iowans would define 
it: Skilled and educated people whose work included 
examining, diagnosing, treating and c orrecting 
problems with teeth, gums and the jaw. Now, the 
practice of dentistry also includes whitening teeth.

Dentists should be embarrassed. These people 
spent years in school studying everything from oral 
cancer to anesthesia to pharmacology. They are 
doctors. Redefining dentistry in Iowa so no one else 
can bleach teeth for cosmetic purposes diminishes 
the seriousness of the dental profession.

In recent years, the American Dental Association 
pushed the U.S. Food and Drug Administration to 
regulate tooth-whitening products, a move that would 
probably limit public access to them. But the FDA 
didn’t bite.

Of course, that is to be expected from organizations 
protecting the interests of dentists. But one doesn’t 
expect it from an Iowa licensing board that is 
supposed to exist to look out for consumers. But 
apparently this is how things work in Iowa.
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