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Your Good HealtH

T hough Anna Rosemond, now 33, 
had braces when she was young, a 
couple of years ago she noticed her 

teeth were again starting to crowd. So when 
she saw a Groupon deal for SmileDirect-
Club, she jumped on it.

“I thought, ‘This looks like a really cool 
way to do braces,’” said Rosemond, who 
made her own teeth impressions with putty 
and used a “smile stretcher” — a device that 
pulls apart the lips and cheeks — to take 
pictures of her mouth. A few weeks after she 
submitted the items, plastic aligners arrived 
in the mail, beginning what the company 
describes as Rosemond’s “smile journey.”

On that trip, there would be no time-con-
suming visits to a dental office, as her treat-
ment would be overseen online through a 
SmileDirectClub-affiliated dentist or ortho-
dontist.

Initially, she said, the aligners sent in 
2017 seemed to be working. But over time, 
Rosemond said, she grew concerned: “My 
teeth were literally moving at an angle.”

Rosemond is part of a wave of patients 
who have embraced this do-it-yourself ap-
proach to orthodontia, hoping to attain a 
perfect smile without the high out-of-pocket 
cost and potential inconvenience of tradi-
tional braces or tooth aligners.

To be sure, technology enables consumers 
to do more at home, and dental care — with 
its limited insurance coverage — offers a 
large potential market. Home teeth-whit-
ening kits have largely displaced in-office 
treatments, for example.

Now, teeth straightening is the newest 
dental frontier, with startups like SmileDi-

rectClub, Candid, Smilelove and SnapCor-
rect advertising their services aggressively 
on billboards and social media.

When results are good, the DIY approach 
can yield thousands of dollars in savings. 
But when the treatment plan doesn’t pro-
duce results or goes wrong, consumer-pa-
tients like Rosemond voice their frustrations 
in Facebook groups and complain to the 
Better Business Bureau or the Federal Trade 
Commission that they have nowhere to turn 
for help.

The companies do not make information 
public about success rates or problems 
— although SmileDirectClub says it has 
achieved a rating of 4.9 stars out of 5 on 
nearly 58,000 Google reviews — and there 
are few scientific studies of outcomes for 
direct-to-consumer orthodontics.

To get a simple refund after an initial 
30-day period, patients are often asked to 
sign what SmileDirectClub calls a “release,” 
stating the consumer won’t complain pub-
licly — which it says is fairly standard in 
business. A shareholder lawsuit against the 
firm says those releases suppress consumer 
complaints.

Consumer complaints to advocacy groups 
and regulators, including the FTC, the Food 
and Drug Administration and state attor-
neys general, as well as lawsuits, are accu-
mulating.

Yet SmileDirectClub, the company with 
the largest market share of direct-to-con-
sumer orthodontics, says it’s achieving its 
aim of disrupting the entrenched orthodon-
tia industry.

“We have provided consumers for the first 
time with an affordable option that is also 
far more convenient for those who cannot 
afford to miss school or work or are disabled 
and cannot get to multiple office visits,” said 
Susan Greenspon Rammelt, general counsel 
for SmileDirectClub.

By Julie Appleby and Victoria Knight
Kaiser Health News

In-home teeth-straighteners 
raising questions
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Brace yourself

SmileDirectClub’s retail location near Washing-
ton, D.C.’s Dupont Circle.
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