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PRAISE FOR BRENDAN P. KEEGAN AND


DARE TO DISRUPT




Making my way through Dare to Disrupt, I was delighted to discover many lessons of leadership, general management, and innovation that I’ve discursively observed through the years but struggled to articulate as the clear principles of a framework. In Dare to Disrupt, Brendan presents business transformation as an epistemology—of leadership, learning, growth, and disruption. For seasoned business executives, Brendan does the hard work for you: he reflects (deeply!), structures, clarifies, and distills—leaving the reader with a narrative playbook for transformation and success.


RAFAEL MASON


Managing Director, Bain Capital


I was a guest on The Fearless Leadership podcast, and I knew immediately that Brendan was an innovator. Dare to Disrupt is a practical, actionable playbook that empowers readers who are willing to make the full commitment to transform themselves into effective disruptors.


ALAN STEIN, JR.


Author of Raise Your Game


Dare to Disrupt by Brendan P. Keegan is a transformative and insightful read that delves into the core principles of organizational change. Keegan outlines the eight pillars of transformation in a clear and concise manner, making complex concepts easy to understand through relevant examples and compelling storytelling. As a master at simplifying intricate ideas, Keegan manages to captivate readers of all backgrounds, from new leaders to seasoned executives. His ability to draw from real-world experiences and weave them into the narrative ensures that the book resonates with a wide range of audiences. One of the standouts of Dare to Disrupt is its ability to inspire and motivate readers to take ACTION. Keegan’s passion for driving transformative change shines through the pages, leaving readers feeling empowered and eager to implement the strategies outlined. Overall, Dare to Disrupt is a must-read for anyone who has the passion to fail but the faith to succeed!


BRAD BURGESS


Senior Vice President, Sales & Marketing, Merchants Fleet


A thought-provoking story of how to transform businesses. Will help any business leader think about how they can outperform their market.


JONAH BERGER


Professor, the Wharton School, Penn


Author of Contagious, Invisible Influence, The Catalyst, and Magic Words


Brendan’s exceptional leadership skills and deep industry expertise make him a standout figure in the business world. His ability to navigate complex challenges and identify opportunities for growth is truly remarkable. Through his extensive experience, Brendan has developed a playbook for business success that is both strategic and practical. His insights and methodologies have proven to be highly effective in achieving sustainable growth and long-term success. Whether you’re a seasoned entrepreneur or just starting out, Brendan’s expertise will undoubtedly help you navigate the ever-changing business landscape and develop a winning strategy. I highly recommend his book as a valuable resource for anyone seeking to achieve extraordinary results in their professional endeavors.


JACK G. FIRRIOLO


Chief Credit & Risk Officer, Merchants Fleet (Retired)


I’m someone who is not naturally comfortable in seeing themselves as a leader, and I worry that I lack that big vision that many leaders have. I love that Brendan writes in such a way that it feels like he’s on my level and coaching me to become one of these leaders that he talks of. It’s as if he’s right by my side believing in me.


EMMA GILMOUR


Business Owner and Professional Racer, McLaren Racing First Female Driver


Keegan’s Dare to Disrupt is an essential read for anyone serving in a leadership capacity. The clear distinction between evolution growth and transformative growth is eye opening and foundational for those desiring to outperform their industry norms and peers. The examples he provides hit like a ton of bricks and his roadmap for transformative growth is a gift if you have the fortitude and fearlessness to deploy it.


JOHN GERACI


Managing Partner, LGA CPAs and Business Advisors


As an investment banker, a key role we play is telling a company’s story. When I met Brendan and saw the impressive transformation that he took Merchants through, the value-creation story had been written, and I knew the story would resonate with investors. Dare to Disrupt takes the reader behind the curtain to see just how to lead an industry disruption and business transformation in an easy-to-read playbook—not necessarily easy to execute. I am sending a copy of this book to my CEO clients to support their growth and future.


KRISTOPHER HOPKINS


Managing Director, BMO Capital Markets


Dare to Disrupt outlines the rise and fall of businesses with lessons learned from both. In a fun and engaging format, Keegan intertwines storytelling with sage business advice. This book will leave you feeling inspired to take on your next business adventure, with the toolkit to know how to get started and the skills to level up and disrupt your next venture.


SASHA DIGIULIAN


Professional Climber, Founder & CEO of SEND Bars


A practical guide to business transformation told from the author, Brendan P. Keegan’s firsthand experience provides a bird’s-eye view of the critical elements to leading a highly successful effort. So many books on this topic focus on the why, but this one goes a step further and clearly articulates the how in a real-world example. Every transformation is unique but the eight pillars, in some variation, are common tenets to them all. Having lived it, breathed it, and witnessed it personally I can tell you unabashedly, IT WORKS!!!


JERRY PAVELICH


Senior Vice President & Chief Financial Officer, Merchants Fleet (Retired)


Bold and direct, Brendan Keegan makes the complexities of disruptive transformation feel simple and attainable for those who have the fearlessness to tackle it. Whether you’re a racer, a budding entrepreneur, or a veteran executive, Dare to Disrupt: A Playbook for Transformational Business Growth offers a compelling disruption formula to help drive your vision and fuel your tenacity to defeat the status quo.


JAMES ROE


Race Car Driver and Entrepreneur


Brendan P. Keegan’s legacy of business leadership, especially his impressive transformation at Merchants Fleet, informs a range of impactful lessons that he serves up to readers in the form of straightforward and actionable takeaways. Anyone who wants to embrace fearlessness and courage on their personal and professional journey will benefit from Dare to Disrupt. Highly recommended for leaders and changemakers aiming to make a significant impact in today’s competitive landscape.


TOM POPOMARONIS


Co-Founder & Chief GenAI Officer, Phantom IQ


Brendan Keegan has delivered another thoughtful playbook detailing easy-to-follow steps to achieve transformational business growth. Brendan lays out his eight pillars beginning with Leadership that can help you drive your team or business to year-over-year explosive growth. As then part of his leadership team at Merchants, I saw firsthand how his vision can change your future.


TOM COFFEY


Senior Vice President, Merchants Fleet (Retired)


As one of the investors and bankers behind Brendan and his team at Merchants, I had a front-row seat to see an incredibly impressive and inspirational story of disruption and innovation unfold. Dare to Disrupt was a fun and motivating read for me as I had a chance to learn just how the company did it, and the book is written in a way for others to execute their own business transformation. It’s a great story, but to see it live and in person was even better! Thank you, Brendan, for sharing the remarkable story in such great detail!


JED HALL


Former Managing Director & Head of New England Region, CIBC Bank USA


As a leader within my firm and an advisor to many entrepreneurs, business owners, and family offices, I found the playbook a digestible approach to creating exponential value in your business. Disruption, transformation, and innovation sound challenging, but in Dare to Disrupt Brendan breaks down the eight pillars to disrupt with exceptional clarity. The lessons will be invaluable as I consider the future of my own practice, and I plan to buy a copy for each of my clients.


JAYSON DEANGELIS


Partner & Senior Client Advisor, Ballentine Partners


A great book that serves as a valuable reminder to take a long-range view of your business and a constant review of your competition. Brendan’s books always prompt the reader to be on his toes, prepared to adapt, and never fear transformation.


RICHARD DEAN


Chief Executive Officer & Team Principal, United Autosports
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INTRODUCTION


IT’S YOUR TIME TO DISRUPT AND TRANSFORM





When I think of the daunting concept of disrupting an industry or transforming a business, my first thought goes back to my lifelong mantra, Have the COURAGE to fail and the FAITH to succeed. To truly disrupt, you must channel your courageous self and instill that same level of courage in others. And to do that, you must have true faith in yourself and your team, and they in turn must have that same faith in you.


My second thought drifts over to FEARLESS leadership, because to channel your courageous self and empower courage in others, you will be called upon to act fearlessly time and time again. Want to start a new business? Engage fearlessness. See the need to shut down an existing business line, division, or service offering? Engage fearlessness. Excited to dabble in a new market and test the waters? Engage fearlessness.


There’s no getting around it: fearlessness is required for disruption and transformation. But that doesn’t mean it’s easy. Too often, we let our own FUD (fear, uncertainty, doubt) get in the way. And no one, not even those considered highly successful, is immune to FUD.


• We can’t do this anymore. We don’t know how to grow any differently from our competitors. Should we just sell? This was the FUD expressed by co-CEOs of a $100 million, family-owned business at a pivotal decision time for their company’s future.


• The team doesn’t have the ability to work together to grow the client base to build something great. Maybe we should merge with a stronger firm with aligned leadership. FUD from a managing partner of a highly successful firm about his own team’s ability to transform.


• Our industry is in decline. Is there even a way to grow the company to re-establish our market value? If there is, I just don’t see it. FUD expressed by a co-managing partner of a blue-chip New York–based private equity firm.


• How do the Amazons, the Teslas, and the Apples of the world always find ways to stay ahead of their competition and grow faster than the market? They always win. Why can’t we? FUD of a board member of a global, multi-million dollar company.


Experiencing fear, uncertainty, and doubt is unavoidable. It’s how you choose to deal with your FUD that significantly impacts the level of fearlessness you are capable of engaging in. And because you can’t disrupt and transform without channeling fearlessness—in this book, I will hit on the FUD Factor, but we’ll also go far beyond the FUD and dive deep into all aspects of my eight pillars for transformational growth and how you can apply them to your business.


So, what was the real question behind the fears, uncertainties, and doubts of all those high-IQ, highly successful people I quoted before?


How do we transform our business and disrupt what we are doing?


Dare to Disrupt guides you down the path of answering that question for you and your business.


I have spent the last twenty-three years sitting in the corner office as president and CEO of six different companies and have served on nearly twenty boards. The last six of those years I have had the honor and privilege of leading my greatest industry disruption and business transformation at Merchants Fleet. What I have learned through the school of hard-knocks and real-world experience is that everyone wants to build a better company that creates more value for all parties, but not everyone has figured out how to make it happen.


So, as I bring my CEO journey to conclusion to serve more on boards and in an advisory capacity, I have chronicled Merchants’ success story in Dare to Disrupt: A Playbook for Transformational Business Growth to help others figure out how to make it happen.


Together, we’ll go behind the scenes of how Merchants Fleet seized the opportunity to disrupt the fleet industry and set the business on a transformational journey that allowed it to grow from eighth in the industry to fourth in four years with an increase in assets from $500 million to over $2.5 billion and, ultimately, sold for more than 10× its value just a few years earlier.


It was a wild ride. A ride I’m excited to share with you. But first, let’s briefly look at what true business transformation is (and isn’t). One common misconception is that business transformation is simply increasing an organization’s efficiency or implementing new technologies. While these elements can be part of a transformation, true transformation goes much deeper. It involves rethinking every aspect of the business, from leadership and culture to systems and people.


Another misconception is that transformation can be achieved without significant changes to leadership—it can’t be done. Why? Because true transformation requires visionary, transformational leadership that is willing to take risks, challenge the status quo, and inspire others to embrace change, and the truth is, if your leadership team currently comprised disruptors and transformers, you wouldn’t just be thinking about transforming, you would be doing it.


Additionally, some mistakenly believe that transformation can be achieved quickly or without resistance. The truth is transformation is a complex and often lengthy process that requires patience, perseverance, and a willingness to confront obstacles head-on.


True transformation is the fundamental overhaul of how a business operates, including its strategies, processes, culture, and sometimes even its core offerings. True transformation is about making revolutionary changes that enable a company to outpace its competitors, innovate rapidly, and achieve significant growth.


Transformation is as challenging (and sometimes a bit terrifying) as it is exhilarating, and yes, all businesses, if they are ready, if they have the fortitude to disrupt, if they are fearless in their pursuit, and if the timing is right, can transform. Remember, transformation is not just for the Amazons, Teslas, and Apples!


• Readiness for Transformation: Companies must continuously assess their readiness for transformation. This involves evaluating their current capabilities, resources, and the market landscape to determine if they have the necessary foundation for change.


• Fortitude to Disrupt: Disruption often requires boldness and courage. Companies must be willing to challenge the status quo, take calculated risks, and embrace innovation. This mindset can empower them to disrupt industries and create new opportunities.


• Fearlessness in Pursuit: Fearlessness doesn’t mean recklessness. It’s about being daring and resilient in the face of uncertainty and adversity. Companies must have the courage to pursue their vision and adapt to changing circumstances without succumbing to FUD.


• Timing: Timing is crucial in transformation and disruption. Companies must be alert for potential opportunities and assess whether the market conditions, technological advancements, and internal capabilities align favorably to act on those opportunities. Acting too early or too late can impact the success of their endeavors.


To make that transformation as painless and as successful as possible, I offer you my eight pillars for transformational growth that I have developed over my twenty-plus years as a transformational leader. In the coming chapters, we’ll walk through each pillar in detail and its role in Merchants’ transformational journey. Here’s a quick glimpse of each of those essential pillars.


• Pillar 1: Leadership. True transformational leadership is essential for driving change. Many companies overlook this, assuming they can transition from a stay-the-course or evolutionary strategy to a transformative one with the same leadership team. I assert that you need to combine three types of leaders in your organization.


• Pillar 2: Culture. The mindset of a stay-the-course or evolutionary strategy differs significantly from that of a transformative one. Shifting from one to the other necessitates a change in the company’s culture. Successfully embedding the innovative and strategic mindset required for transformation takes time—often several years—and instilling the ability to fail is critical and for some, daunting.


• Pillar 3: People. A transformational company requires people with specific skills, experiences, and attributes aligned with its strategic direction and culture. Identifying and addressing skill gaps through assessments, whether through upskilling current employees or recruiting new talent, is crucial for positioning everyone effectively within the organization.


• Pillar 4: Systems. Attempting to introduce disruption and transformation without established systems leads to chaos. Transformation isn’t arbitrary; it’s based on strategic decisions informed by critical, fact-based information, and built into a repeatable and scalable system.


• Pillar 5: Intelligence (IQ). This pillar involves taking a broad view to identify strengths, weaknesses, and their influences. It’s about asking and answering questions to leverage these insights effectively in the transformation journey. It’s identifying signals and trends and leveraging your core capabilities to attack them.


• Pillar 6: Emotional Intelligence (EQ). EQ involves understanding underlying values and motives that impact both successes and failures. It also entails self-awareness regarding one’s role in the transformation journey and the organization’s capacity for change. Without EQ, no transformation is possible.


• Pillar 7: Flexibility. Businesses must remain flexible to adapt to evolving people, environments, motivations, and markets. Transformation requires a blend of forward momentum and adaptability to pivot when necessary.


• Pillar 8: Fearlessness. Transformation requires facing fears, embracing failure, and taking bold actions to disrupt the status quo. It’s about confronting the FUD Factor, encouraging a culture where failure is seen as a learning opportunity, and demonstrating courage to explore.


You’ve picked up the book, you’ve read the introduction. That tells me you must be at least thinking about disrupting and transforming your business. I’m excited for you, and I hope my eight pillars for transformational business growth can help guide you on your transformational journey.


What are we waiting for? Let’s get started!




 


CHAPTER 1


TRANSFORMATION: WHAT IT IS AND WHAT IT ISN’T





Fearless.


Disruption.


Two simple words but core elements to any business transformation and directly correlated to a transformation’s long-term success and sustainability.


It was February 2012 when I drove through the early morning snow in Manchester, New Hampshire to have breakfast at a local diner with the chairman of a company I had been a client of for many years. We were both sports enthusiasts and die-hard homers for all the Boston teams, so my expectation was to order a bowl of granola, a glass of chocolate milk, and spend our time serving up everything Patriots, Celtics, Bruins, and Red Sox.


I spotted the chairman in the back corner booth of the bustling diner. As I slid over the aged vinyl covering of the booth’s bench, I greeted my old friend with a smile. We caught up on our families’ health and activities, and as I moved on to the sports talk, I was politely cut short.


“Brendan, there will be time to talk about the Patriots and Belichick later, this is a business meeting,” he stated. I was a bit confused as I was no longer a client or partner and didn’t have a current relationship with his company. “We want to recruit you to be our new CEO and transform the company.”


I hadn’t even ordered my granola and chocolate milk yet and the conversation had already grown intense. I had spent the last twelve-plus years of my career executing corporate turnarounds and business transformations working on behalf of Silicon Valley venture capitalists and New York private equity firms, so I knew what he was asking me to do, and it was right in my wheelhouse—yes, a baseball sports analogy of course.


“Two questions,” I replied. “Are you 100 percent prepared to do whatever it takes, even when you have doubts as an owner? And how fast are you looking to grow over the next five years?”


Based on the unscripted and authentic answers to these two questions, I would know if the company and its ownership group had those two words I started with—Fearless and Disruption.


“We are committed to you, and if you can convince us of strategies and approaches that would grow our company above the current market rate of 2 percent and get us into the 5 percent range, we are willing to listen,” he said. “We aren’t always going to agree, but we are always going to listen and broker a solution.”


I had my answer. The company was looking to move on from its historical stay-the-course approach and take an evolutionary approach but clearly not a disruptive one across their industry. The company was looking for incremental growth but not the exponential growth that comes with a business transformation. Incremental growth was a BIG step for the company, and I am sure it was the result of a lengthy and thoughtful decision process among the ownership group and the board of advisors.


However, incremental growth was not the right fit and opportunity for me. How could I tactfully decline this opportunity and leave the relationship intact and unharmed?


“Mr. Chairman,” I began, “what a great opportunity for the right person. I can only imagine the many thoughtful hours invested by you and the board to commit to the launching of this new vision and strategic direction for the company, and I am honored you have thought of me as your next Tom Brady to call the plays. However, my background is more suited for transformational growth of 20 to 50 percent with an unwavering commitment to installing a new up-tempo offensive playbook that will disrupt your industry and create tremendous change across your company. All of this requires the staring down of fear, uncertainty, and doubt at every turn. I am good friends with a few incredible field generals who have led similar evolutionary growth companies, and I would be—”
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