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INTRODUCTION


Change is hard. Ask anyone who is trying to lose weight or go to school at night while they work all day. Not impossible. Just hard. And true transformation—well, that’s harder still. But people do transform in meaningful ways. Even institutions, like colleges, can transform. I know. I went to a school that transformed from an all-male institution to a much better coed institution. And companies, when faced with critical turning points, can pivot and transform too.


The business landscape, though, is littered with companies that couldn’t make the pivot. When faced with a critical strategic moment, they just didn’t make it—whether due to old strategies or outdated day-to-day execution approaches. We know those companies that, once mighty, are now gone. Think about Kodak. For years, every Academy Award–winning movie was shot on Kodak film. Then the digital pivot came—and Kodak missed it. Or think about Blackberry. There was a time when the Blackberry was the indispensable business tool. But then competition arrived from the iPhone, and, today, Blackberry is essentially gone. These are companies that couldn’t make the transformational pivot.


But great organizations can make the pivot. In this book, I want to share how a great forty-year-old media company, the Health Monitor Network, made the pivot from a legacy print media company to an industry-leading, modern digital marketing platform.


But let me start with my personal story of change—because, you see, I know the trials of transformation firsthand. For much of my early life, I was averse to change. I was the kid who colored inside the lines, literally. I had a great respect for the rules. As I got older, I considered going to the Naval Academy, where I felt I would get that high level of structure and discipline I loved.


I didn’t end up taking that path, but I carried that mindset into early adulthood. In keeping with that ethos, my career began on a traditional track, working for big-name companies that had rooted their success in consistency—Procter & Gamble, Roche Pharmaceuticals, and Publicis Groupe, to name just a few.


Then, as happens in life, I was thrown a curveball.


In a short span of time, I found myself eulogizing my mother, my father, and my wife. It was a period that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. To say it shook me is an understatement. My entire existence, I had pursued a clear path and envisioned a certain life for myself, both personally and professionally. I certainly never envisioned myself being a single parent with three kids—two daughters in college and a high school–aged son at home.


When your life is altered that drastically, you start to question some of your old practices and modes of thought. For me, my adherence to the traditional rules of life (as I had conceived them in all the “wisdom” of youth) came under scrutiny. Consider this: my wife had never picked up a cigarette a day in her life, and she died from lung cancer.


We had played by the rules, if you will, and where had it gotten us?


That period in which I had change thrust upon me was, ironically enough, when my deep love of transformation was born. Now I have a great appreciation for change. I’ve spent more than thirty years of my career as a change agent, working in executive roles to spur transformation, build sustainable leadership teams, and drive revenue.


Health Monitor, where I currently serve as CEO, epitomizes the greatness that positive change can bring. A legacy historical print media business, the company was disproportionately hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. Internal changes (like employees shifting to telework) coincided with massive external upheaval (like revenues declining, as advertisers—reluctant to invest in print publications for empty physicians’ waiting rooms—hit pause).


Health Monitor faced an urgent need to pivot and transition to a fully twenty-first-century digital platform. And it did just that. But it took time, effort, and—above all—a team of very determined people to make it happen.


From my experiences at Health Monitor and before, I’ve come to recognize that the inspiration for change doesn’t always come from sunny mornings and clear skies. In fact, it usually comes from just the opposite—the tough times. But if we have the grit to push through those tough times, to stay standing through those moments of upheaval, we can come out on the other side better, stronger, and—if we’re in it with some good people—grateful for the experience.


Change Takes Time: Playing by the Rules at P&G


I did not always feel this kind of gratitude for change. When I was younger, the last thing I wanted was to shake things up. My very first job out of college was with Procter & Gamble (P&G), the global king of consumer packaged goods—and a company noted for its (highly successful) by-the-book approach.


I vividly remember how shocked and flattered I was when P&G recruited me on the Hamilton College campus. I was having lunch with some friends—munching away on a tuna sandwich—when the district sales manager for Buffalo, New York, approached me and said, “What do I have to do to get you to interview with me?” I was floored. Through a mouthful of tuna, I stuttered out an answer, telling him I would do anything to work for P&G—but that I wanted to be in marketing, not sales. After flying to Cincinnati for an interview, that’s where I ended up.


P&G was all about rigor, training, and rules. I loved it. In a way, P&G was the Naval Academy that I never got to go to. They were the quintessential paint-by-numbers kind of company, and they whipped me into shape, fine-tuning my speaking, writing, and overall presentation skills—all according to their well-trodden formula for success.


Their mindset at that time was this: “There’s a way to do things, and we’re going to teach you that way.” They even had an acronym for it: CBA—current best approach. Based on their extensive experience and rigorous data analysis, they had identified what worked for building brands and consumer promotion. They had their CBA, and everything (and everyone) aligned with it.


P&G was where I cut my teeth—first in marketing and later in the sales division—and, logically, their regimented approach spoke to me. From there, I continued on a pretty traditional career path, climbing the proverbial ladder, often working for companies built on long-standing tradition—companies with clear rule books. And I played by the rules. I wasn’t one to shy away from the truth, but I also wasn’t one to ruffle feathers. That would eventually change—starting with my experience at Razorfish Health.


Change Requires Telling Difficult Truths: Turning around Razorfish Health


In my earlier days, a work friend nicknamed me the Senator for my diplomacy skills. He said that, like a good senator, I could stake out both sides of any argument: it could be this, or it could be that. That’s an identity I shed after losing three loved ones—my parents and my wife—in a short period of time. That experience forced me to change, and it’s a change I brought forward with me in both my professional and my personal life.


Seeking a fresh start, in 2015, I went to work for Publicis Groupe, the Paris-based holding company of multiple advertising, media, and public relations agencies. It was what I needed to get out of the doldrums; I was eager to shed the persona I seemed to have gotten mired in after too many personal sorrows.


At Publicis, I was offered the opportunity to lead Razorfish Health. Once a very large agency, Razorfish had diminished to a more modest size. My job was to reinvigorate it and build it back up. It was the first time that I knowingly took on a job where I was designated, from the start, as a change agent—and I took that to heart.


I let some of that former diplomacy I’d prided myself on as the Senator fall by the wayside. I wasn’t at Razorfish to be a politician. I was there to pinpoint the good (and build on it) and to flag the bad (and change it). I was there to identify what was broken and come up with a plan to fix it, not to sugarcoat the truth. So that’s what I did—but not at first.


My first day at the agency, I showed up in my best suit, highlighted the key talking points of my résumé as a form of introduction, and gave the team a big motivational speech about how we were going to turn this agency around! It was a very rah-rah cheerleader-style moment. About three weeks in, I realized my hyperpositive approach wasn’t going to incite the overhaul that Razorfish needed. It was going to take some serious shaking up to achieve a meaningful transformation that would make a real difference.


So I brought about thirty-five senior functional leaders to an all-day off-site meeting. When they arrived, each one found two objects at their seat—a copy of a book called Grit, by Angela Duckworth, a professor of psychology at the University of Pennsylvania, and a compass. I then introduced myself to the team all over again—I mean really introduced myself—and I explained why I’d given each of them those two objects.


Introducing myself this second time, I skipped the shiny career highlights. Instead, I told the team about my grandfather, who escaped the Armenian Genocide in 1915. I told them about my father, an immigrant kid born in a row house in Watertown, Massachusetts, in 1921, and how, after high school, he got a job working at a gas station. He went on to fight in World War II, and he was in France on June 6, 1944. He earned a Purple Heart that day.


The point? Grit runs in my blood. According to Duckworth’s theory, a person’s success isn’t about determinants like IQ, wealth, or family status. It’s about your willingness to get knocked down, pick yourself up, and keep moving. We were going to need that kind of grit if we were going to reinvigorate Razorfish Health.


However, we couldn’t move forward blindly. We needed to know where we were going. That’s why I’d also given every person in the room a compass. We needed to define our own north point for the agency, to figure out the best path forward. There was a clear destination, but it was on us—as a group—to figure out how to get there. We spent the rest of the day in breakout sessions, having honest conversations about the agency, where it stood, where we wanted it to be, and how we were going to get there.


That meeting became the kick-start moment when I committed to enacting fundamental change at Razorfish—and when the people there joined me in that mission. From the time I started to the time I left, Razorfish more than tripled in size—in terms of staff, clients, offices, and revenue. What started as one location in Philadelphia grew to four offices, with additional offices in Chicago, London, and New York. That growth wasn’t easy. We had to shift the agency’s positioning, make management changes, find new clients, and reinvigorate old clients.


It was kind of like running through a burning building—you’re hoping that you get out of the other side okay. But I wasn’t afraid, because my hair had already been singed by all the change thrust upon me in my personal life. Plus, I wasn’t in it alone. I had a team by my side every step of the way through the flames. But we had to have some tough conversations and hash out some harsh truths to emerge from the fire unscathed.


Change Needs a Vision Backed by a Clear Purpose: Finding Inspiration at Health Monitor


It was through my experience at Razorfish Health that I started to develop the playbook I use today to spur organizational transformation. I also began to appreciate the value of transformation more deeply. Done right, transformation benefits all involved. The ability to pivot and embrace new possibilities is beneficial for employees, customers, and stakeholders. Evolution is critical; without it, organizations run the very real risk of dying out—again, Kodak, Blackberry, Blockbuster Video.


That change-ready mindset accompanied me as I stepped into the role of CEO of Health Monitor in late 2020. By the time I came to the company, I had already embraced my role as a change agent. I had an approach I knew I could rely on to revolutionize an organization, transforming everything from a company’s positioning to (most importantly) its people. The question was, Could I enact meaningful change at Health Monitor while still upholding the company’s core values—and paying tribute to its long-standing reputation of excellence?


A forty-year-old media company, Health Monitor got its start creating “health condition guides” for patients so that they could better understand their diseases and treatment options—essentially spearheading so-called point-of-care media. Health Monitor’s founder, Eric Jensen, had recognized that knowledge is power—nowhere more so than in healthcare. When patients get a diagnosis, they need information about the disease and its symptoms, progression, management, and treatment. Health Monitor’s guides provided exactly that information.


When Health Monitor got its start, there was no internet. So to get that information to the people who needed it, printed guides were placed in physicians’ offices, where patients could easily access them. While the company started to digitize in later years, it also stayed true to its print media roots. This proved challenging when the COVID-19 pandemic hit, and more patients were turning to telehealth or post-poning in-office visits, in hopes of avoiding crowded waiting rooms.


When I joined Health Monitor, the company was grappling with the ripple effects of COVID-19 internally and externally. Within the company, people were adapting to work-from-home life. Beyond the company’s walls, physician appointments were being postponed, and patients were increasingly experimenting with telemedicine. Recognizing these trends, many of the pharmaceutical companies and other healthcare stakeholders that had previously sponsored the distribution of some tens of millions of informational healthcare publications decided to press pause.


As a result, Health Monitor got disproportionally hit by the pandemic. There was an urgent need to pivot. We had to bring this historically print media business fully into the twenty-first century so that we could continue to do our small but meaningful part in communicating information to patients. Since then, we’ve taken what was a great company and made it even greater. We’ve modernized, embracing digital more fully. We’ve gotten rid of silos and improved transparency. We’ve adapted our business relationships, sustaining existing long-term relationships with pharmaceutical companies while also establishing new partnerships with those companies’ advertising agencies.


In a short time, Health Monitor has become a more modern, agile, and successful organization—and it’s because the company and its people were ready and willing to change. Further, that change was born of a shared commitment and a shared belief system. Health Monitor isn’t based on my values; it’s based on our values as a company. We treat our customers a certain way. We treat each other a certain way. We always keep that end consumer, the patient, in mind. And I think that’s made all the difference. What makes Health Monitor special is that it’s a company with purpose. And that’s what change requires—purpose. It also requires a leader who can help articulate and reiterate that purpose, an individual I like to call the storyteller-in-chief.


Change Requires Courage: Inspiring Change as a Storyteller-in-Chief


These stories from my time at P&G, Razorfish Health, and Health Monitor are only a small part of my journey. I’ve worked for many other companies (and held a variety of roles, from marketing to sales and leadership) throughout my career of thirty-plus years. Through all those experiences, I’ve learned some important lessons about what it takes to enact meaningful, lasting change at an organization. Health Monitor’s evolution is a culmination of that journey, a model for organizational transformation that I hope can benefit others.


Ultimately, if I had to boil down what I’ve learned in my tenure to one thing, it’s that change relies on people. For them to buy into transformation, to make it happen, you’ve got to give them a vision. People would rather know they’re building Notre-Dame Cathedral than just chiseling stone. Toward that end, you can’t just develop a strategy for change. You need to have a story, and you have to evangelize that story with great persistence and consistency. That’s why I sometimes refer to myself as a storyteller-in-chief.


You have to be able to tell people why the boat they’re sailing isn’t going in the right direction or is in danger in rough seas (and might even sink). Then you’ve got to help them prepare to come about—that moment when a skillful sailor changes the direction of their boat with one swift swing of the boom. Coming about is the only way to sail onward. But it requires everyone on the boat to understand the change that’s about to happen. They have to know to watch their heads as the boom swings from one side to the other with great force. And they have to be prepared to not lose their footing. It’s the most exciting—and maybe the most dangerous—moment on the journey.


When you look at it that way, it’s no wonder we shy away from change. Change is scary. It’s hard. There’s a reason the treadmills at gyms are packed on January 1 and empty again by March 1. People inherently don’t like change. We are creatures of habit. We get comfortable in our little routines and in our narratives about who we are and how our lives are supposed to go. But, as I well know from my own personal experience, change is also inevitable. So why not learn how to make the most of it? That’s what this book is all about.


There Is No Rulebook for Change (and That’s Not What This Book Is, Believe It or Not)


I mentioned some of the personal tragedies that helped transform me from a guy who was always playing by the rules to a guy who’s more interested in challenging the rules. Like I said, I was not one to color outside the lines (again: Naval Academy!). Over time, my perspective shifted, thanks to my personal experiences as well as the experiences I gathered spearheading change at companies like Roche, Razorfish, and—more recently—Health Monitor.


Now I think of myself as a champion of change, not only for myself but also for others. We can all benefit from coloring outside the lines now and again. However, that involves giving up some level of control—a lesson that was hard for me to learn, if I’m honest.


My evolution as a father is a great example. One of my daughters was getting ready to graduate from college, and I fully anticipated she’d immediately start her own climb up the corporate ladder, much like I did. Imagine my surprise when she told me, “I think I’m going to take some time, go out West, and work on a dude ranch in Wyoming. I’ll start my career journey after that.” Part of me—the old Dave—wanted to say no. Old Dave would have told her to stick to the rules. Go to college, graduate, get a job with the “right” company, get a car, get a house—and so on.


But this was after my wife’s death. New Dave was at the helm. So instead of trying to argue against my daughter’s plan, I said, “Let’s go get you some cowboy boots.” She probably thought I’d lost my mind, but she appreciated my response. I didn’t try to force her to play by my rule book. Instead, I let her write her own rule book.


That’s what I hope to do with this book. It’s not meant to be a prescriptive guide to how to achieve organizational change, because every organization is unique. Nobody knows your organization better than you do. I certainly don’t. Instead, this book suggests some of the building blocks people can use to achieve meaningful transformation—like honest stocktaking, a shared vision, and a clear purpose informed by communal values.


People can change; I’m proof of that. Companies can change; Health Monitor is proof of that. Everything in life is about being able to make pivots. If you see an opportunity to take something good and make it even better, fear shouldn’t stop you. I’m hoping that my own journey from rule player to change agent can help others (and help them avoid some of the mistakes I made along the way). Because, ultimately, we all benefit from positive change—and having not only the knowledge but also the confidence to evolve is something we all deserve.
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CHAPTER 1


HEALTH MONITOR, THEN AND NOW


Health Monitor has long been a pioneer in the patient education business. It’s a company of action, not inaction. The thing about pioneers is that they can’t get complacent. If you’re going to be among the first to implement a new concept, technology, or activity—the first to stake out new territory—you’ve got to keep pushing.


There’s a need for constant introspection. You have to keep asking yourself, “What could I do better?” And you’ve got to have the grit and tenacity to answer that question honestly and (the tricky part) to then act on the answer. Health Monitor’s transition from purely print to predominantly digital publishing is a testament to that fact.


When talking about transformation, what’s interesting about Health Monitor is that—for more than thirty years of the company’s history—it was exclusively a print magazine publisher. Up until about 2017, Health Monitor published some twenty million magazines a year on all kinds of medical topics, from lung cancer to diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and more.


Health Monitor was recognized as a long-standing, tenured, proven source of healthcare information. That information was distributed through physicians’ offices—specifically, the waiting rooms. The company had built up relationships with more than two hundred thousand physician offices throughout the United States. Across the country, doctors were requesting these print publications to include in their waiting rooms, where patients could easily access them.


But, let’s face it, print magazines alone are no longer the central element of a modern omnichannel media plan. So around 2017, Health Monitor started moving—gradually—into the digital space. By the time I joined the company in 2020, this digital transition had already begun. However, progress to becoming the market leader in digital was taking longer than desired. So it was on us, as a company, to figure out what we were doing wrong. We had to ask that tough question: What could we do better? And stomaching the answer wasn’t easy at first.


Transformation Begins on the Inside: The Day I Threw My Desk Phone in the Trash


When I joined Health Monitor in late 2020, I was given a clear objective: help the company continue its pivot to a modern digital platform. So you’d think I’d start by sitting down with our content team, riffing on ways to adapt our print content for our customers in order to meet twenty-first-century digital needs. But, to me, that wasn’t the right place to begin. I knew that this transformation would have to start internally. We had to look inward before we could adapt outward.


When I walked into my office on day one, I saw I had a desk phone—a clunky landline telephone, complete with all the “modern” gimmicks, like speakerphone and the ability to switch between multiple lines. Again, this was 2020. The first thing I did on that day? I unplugged that monstrosity and threw it in the trash. I’ll be honest with you—I still don’t have a dedicated in-office phone. If somebody needs to get ahold of me, they can reach me on my mobile phone. They can call it twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Who needs a desk phone?


That move prompted me to look at Health Monitor’s in-house technology. We had a gentleman named William Saint-Louis on staff. Will had an incredibly in-depth background in information technology platforms, gained at some very large technology companies. But, since Health Monitor remained predominantly (by definition) a legacy print publisher, Will hadn’t (yet) been given the chance to flex his strategic IT muscles. He was running a tiny internal IT department that was mostly dealing with mundane issues, like connecting desk phones and resolving daily tech problems.


Will was an incredible untapped resource—a wealth of IT knowledge—who had been underutilized. We had to give him free rein and personal agency to help bring Health Monitor’s internal IT operations into the twenty-first century. Since then, the IT department has more than tripled in size—and Will is at the helm, as executive vice president, chief technology and digital operations officer. His job description was completely reframed. Flash-forward to today, and he’s no longer servicing desk phones. He’s helping to develop the next generation of Health Monitor’s digital screens, complete with 5G—slicker, faster, and better than ever.


Will’s story is a clear example of a case in which we had marvelous talent within the organization—but we weren’t fully utilizing it. If you have a Ferrari, you don’t want to leave it sitting in your garage. I don’t want to suggest that I’m comparing human beings to cars. But the point is this: if you’ve got a spectacular car, you want to take it out on the open road and see what it can do. If you’ve got spectacular people, you want to give them some freedom and see what they can accomplish.
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