

[image: cover]




[image: t01]




 


Copyright © 2025 by David Ko.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without prior written consent of the author, except as provided by the United States of America copyright law.


Published by Forbes Books, Charleston, South Carolina.


An imprint of Advantage Media Group.


Forbes Books is a registered trademark, and the Forbes Books colophon is a trademark of Forbes Media, LLC.


Printed in the United States of America.


10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1


ISBN: 979-8-88750-494-0 (Hardcover)


ISBN: 979-8-88750-495-7 (eBook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2024923258


Cover and layout design by Matthew Morse.


This custom publication is intended to provide accurate information and the opinions of the author in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher, Forbes Books, is not engaged in rendering legal, financial, or professional services of any kind. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the reader is advised to seek the services of a competent professional.




Since 1917, Forbes has remained steadfast in its mission to serve as the defining voice of entrepreneurial capitalism. Forbes Books, launched in 2016 through a partnership with Advantage Media, furthers that aim by helping business and thought leaders bring their stories, passion, and knowledge to the forefront in custom books. Opinions expressed by Forbes Books authors are their own. To be considered for publication, please visit books.Forbes.com.









 


To my wife, Jennifer—


Your love and belief in me make anything possible.


I am forever grateful for your unwavering support and encouragement.


To my children, Kayley and Emilie—


You are my driving inspiration to make this world a better place for everyone. Every step I take is with you in my heart.


To Mom and Dad—


Thank you for the sacrifices you have made. I look forward to having that honest and vulnerable conversation with you.









Acknowledgements




This book has been a journey for me. And, as they say, it’s the people we meet along the way that make the biggest difference. Thank you Randall, Julie, Delilah, Amelia, Ben, Carl, Rheeda, Ken, Jack, Steve, Aditi, John S., Johnny T., and Randy for the conversations and time you spent with me. The book and I are better for it. I deeply appreciate the professionals who helped me through the writing process, including editors Laura and Erica. You helped me find the words. Thank you, Chris and Lisa, for your strategic work on this book. Thank you, Bennett, for always pushing me to be more honest and open about my personal journey.







[image: sec01]









Dear Reader




Before we begin our journey together, I want to take a moment to acknowledge that this book touches on some challenging topics. In our conversations about mental health, we’ll be discussing issues such as anxiety, depression, substance abuse, eating disorders, and suicide. We’ll also explore the impacts of trauma, loss, and the struggles many face with self-worth and identity.


These topics can be difficult and may stir up strong emotions or memories. If at any point you feel overwhelmed, please know it’s OK to take a break, to breathe, to step away. Remember, this book is meant to start conversations and offer support, not to replace professional help.


If you find yourself struggling, please reach out to a mental health professional or use the resources listed in the appendix of this book. Your well-being matters, and there is always help available.


Take care of yourself as we embark on this important conversation about recharging our mental batteries.


With care,


David Ko
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Foreword


By John “Jack” W. Rowe, MD




The prevalence of mental health problems, predominantly anxiety and depression, has been steadily rising in the United States. This worrisome trend began well before the arrival of COVID-19, though it was certainly boosted by the pandemic. I have faced varied aspects of this problem in different phases of my career. As a physician practicing geriatric medicine, I’ve seen the enormous impact of mental health issues on my patients and the burnout and stress-related issues in their family caregivers. When I moved on to run one of the country’s largest academic medical centers, strategies to mitigate stress and burnout in our frontline providers were a central part of our workforce management, and this was pre-COVID-19!


The frequency with which mental health issues complicated the management of patients with primarily medical problems required that all our clinicians—medical students, residents, nurses, and attending physicians—be fully trained in the recognition and management of these issues. And when I became CEO of one of the largest health insurance companies, I found that, due to their adverse impact on workers’ healthcare costs and productivity, mental health issues were near the top of the list of concerns of my customers, mainly large employers who sponsored health benefits for their employees and their families.


This cumulative experience stayed with me after I left Aetna and was a major factor in my joining the board and investing in Rally Health, a start-up with an innovative—and very effective—strategy for enhancing the engagement of individuals with their health benefits, thus increasing recognition of underlying mental health issues and compliance with management. That is where I met David Ko, who describes his personal experience with mental health in the introduction to this book. David saw Rally providing an opportunity for him to apply his very substantial tech expertise to the challenge of patient engagement, and he made very important contributions to the development of tools now used by over a hundred million people. This experience hooked David on the promise, and reality, of tech-enabled mental healthcare, and he went on to cofound Ripple to support caregivers and then to take the helm of Calm, which reaches many millions of people.


Through these experiences, David Ko has developed a broad and deep understanding of the prevalence and impact of issues like anxiety, depression, stress, and burnout, and a nuanced appreciation of the efficacy of various strategies to mitigate these problems, both at the level of the individual as well as a population, such as a workforce. In this book, David articulates the extent of the problem, what he has seen through his lens as a tech-oriented executive-entrepreneur, and what we have learned about what works and what doesn’t to mitigate these issues.


This volume will likely be characterized as a “self-help” book. As such, I see it as distinctive. One major category of this genre are books that tell a person’s story—with a cancer diagnosis, loss of a loved one, or some other personal tragedy. The lens is deep but narrow, and the guidance offered to readers is often limited to what worked for the author, which might include lifestyle changes, deepening social engagements, or spirituality. These are gripping stories, often heroic, but they are ultimately limited in their relevance to a broader population. The other major category of self-help books includes those written by “experts,” most often academics or clinical practitioners such as psychologists. (Full disclosure: I wrote one of these entitled Successful Aging.) These texts do not tell personal stories, though there may be some anecdotes here and there. They more prominently present information, based on research evidence or clinical experience, on the nature and scope of an issue and approaches to its management. They are often very helpful, but may also feel a bit “dry,” as they lack the personal touch.


The great distinction of this book is David Ko’s balance. He presents us with all the striking evidence about the epidemic of mental health issues as well as lots of detailed guidance on what works and what doesn’t, but he does so in the context of his own personal journey with mental health challenges as well as interviews with others who have overcome similar problems. This mix of the personal and the academic/professional yields a remarkably readable and informative volume that can be helpful to not only individuals but also employers and even policymakers. The icing on the cake, which you’ll read about shortly, is the innovative “battery” metaphor, which is woven throughout the book and helps tie the various chapters together in a coherent message.


Over the course of my career, I have run two large organizations, each with over forty thousand employees. If I were in one of those positions now, I would make sure every employee had a copy of this book.


—Jack Rowe, MD


New York City, July 2024
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Introduction




The ability to focus and calibrate everything going on inside your mind is a skill that can be strengthened over time.





—LeBron James




I had my first panic attack when I was fourteen. I remember taking a shower to see if the water would help the tightness in my chest go away. I couldn’t breathe, and all I could think about was trying to “power through.” I’d had these attacks for a while, and my parents, who were immigrants from Korea, no doubt thought that was the best, most helpful approach. It was the way they were raised. I had a big test at school that day, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of impending doom. It took me becoming the CEO of the mental health company Calm decades later to figure out that all those times that I had a test and basically found myself frozen with fear about the looming bad grade I was surely going to get, and having to see the disappointment on my parents’ faces, caused me to have an actual panic attack.


But now I work for the most mindful company in the world: Calm. Our mission is to help everyone on every step of their mental health journey. At Calm, I learned about how to recognize and deal with stress. It was only then that I realized what was happening to me when I was fourteen. I’ve also learned I am not alone. Approximately

11 percent of Americans will have a panic attack this year.1 (If that includes you, it’s not a fun club to belong to, I know.)


However, it was liberating to identify what was happening to me. I could recognize it. I could talk about it because I now had the words. I’ve learned a lot about mental health since being at the company. Before this, I worked for one of the largest healthcare companies in the world and learned about what it takes to keep populations physically healthy. Mental health was discussed around the edges. When I came to Calm, I discovered it was, and remains, the focus. The team works tirelessly to create a product that truly helps people feel better, and I have realized how much I would have benefited from mindfulness and mental fitness if only I had understood more clearly what was happening to me at fourteen.


But I didn’t have the vocabulary until now. People didn’t talk about their feelings in the 1980s. Especially coming from an immigrant family, we were taught to power through. We didn’t have conversations about mental health—we didn’t know how. And so, because now I work for one of the world’s most mindful companies, gaining the knowledge, vocabulary, and—honestly—the courage to talk about mental health, I decided to write a book to share my journey and some of the conversations I’ve had with people along the way to guide and encourage all of us to take care of the batteries that run our lives: our brains.


As I wrote, I liked talking about the brain as a battery. It’s a simple way to identify where you are and how you are feeling mentally. This concept came up while talking to my friend Brenda about how she checks in with her kids. She had just come back from vacation and shared that she asked her two young sons, “What’s your battery level?” throughout the trip to gauge whether they had enough energy to continue sightseeing, whether they needed food, or whether they should just call it a day and rest.


Listening to her using the battery level as a simple, relatable way to check in was an A-HA! moment for me. She talked about how if their battery was at 80 percent, she knew they were good to keep going. If they were at 50 percent, she needed to think about food or a quick rest. If they said they were at 20 percent, that explained the fussiness she was observing, and she knew it was time to go back to the hotel.


When I asked Brenda how she came about using a battery analogy with the kids, she shared that before, when she asked them how they were doing, they’d always just say “Fine” or “Good” or “OK.” (If you are a parent, I bet you can relate. “How was school today?” “Fine.”) These bland responses are not helpful and could mean different things to different people—even between the two kids. A “Good” from her oldest was very different from a “Good” from her youngest—and it meant something completely different to her.


I realized that when I talk to people and ask how they are doing or feeling, 99 percent of the time, I, too, get a “Good,” “Fine,” or “OK” response. And even when I follow up with, “No, seriously, how are you doing?”—people still always respond with “Good,” “Fine,” or “OK.” So inspired by Brenda, I started to ask people how their battery levels were. The replies became a lot more nuanced and the conversations a lot more layered.


People reported everything from being 100 percent fully charged to being completely depleted. Asking the kids to check in on their “battery levels” gave Brenda a much clearer picture of what was going on with her children, both mentally and physically. When I asked my friends and family where their battery levels were, it led to deeper, more meaningful conversations and gave them the space to talk about what was on their minds.


People reported everything from being 100 percent fully charged to being completely depleted. Asking the kids to check in on their “battery levels” gave Brenda a much clearer picture of what was going on with her children, both mentally and physically. When I asked my friends and family where their battery levels were, it led to deeper, more meaningful conversations and gave them the space to talk about what was on their minds.


Until now.


The global COVID-19 pandemic made it perfectly clear how important our mental battery was to everyone. As a CEO and business leader, I realized there was no playbook for dealing with the crisis. We all felt very vulnerable. No one knew how this pandemic was going to play out, and in isolation, many of us were staring at our televisions or laptops and phones as we saw death counts rise throughout the United States and across the world.


We were each just one of millions of people all over the planet suffering—not just from the virus, but from the stress, isolation, and fear. Calm saw this firsthand. Our company watched usage jump 100 percent, and even higher for some aspects of the app. Like a trusted friend, people turned to our app in their time of need. Even more poignant, 25 percent of App Store reviews called Calm “lifesaving” during such stressful times. However, while I am personally grateful Calm was there for people during a difficult stretch in all our lives—I also want to help people stay mindful and keep their internal batteries “charged” all the time.


In some ways, the data on usage of the Calm app in times of stress validated a very intentional path I have been on—a path that eventually took a significant left turn toward the intersection of tech and healthcare. After graduating from New York University’s Stern School of Business, I headed off to the world of accounting and eventually Wall Street. I worked for Solomon Brothers, which isn’t around anymore. My kids make fun of my large collection of Hermès ties, the epitome of investment banking from that high-flying period of my career and the days of Brooks Brothers suits. (I have no place to wear either these days among the T-shirts and hoodies of Silicon Valley!)


I had all the trappings of success—but I was realizing life was not just about money; it was about my why, about discovering my purpose. I just hadn’t figured it out yet.


Then in 1998, I met Kevin O’Connor and Kevin O’Brien. They were involved with the founding of DoubleClick. I saw the future (spoiler alert: it was the internet), and I wanted to be part of whatever was happening in this new industry.


Even though it meant starting over, in a sense, as a junior executive, after being inspired by the two Kevins, I left Wall Street to enter this Wild West of the burgeoning internet. Eventually, I ran mobile, sports, news, finance, and entertainment for Yahoo!, a pioneer and juggernaut of its time. To set the stage, this was when the internet was not as omnipresent as it is now. In fact, for a time it was easier for my parents to tell people I was still in banking, not “the internet”—because what did that even mean?


The team at Yahoo! was in it together—and we became incredibly close. It felt empowering to be on the cusp of the transformative changes brought about by technology. The atmosphere was engaging and electric, and I keep in touch with many of those great people to this day.


Next, I headed to Zynga, whose motto is “connecting the world through games,” starting as chief mobile officer before eventually becoming chief operating officer. What I saw there was that Zynga knew how to build community and engagement among its players better than any gaming company at the time. It also knew how to use its data better than anyone else. It was there I learned about the power of data.


But I don’t know that I was fulfilled.


From Zynga, I was being recruited for multiple executive positions at Fortune 500 and household-name companies. They were positions of prestige and challenge. But it was more of the same. While they ticked all the boxes, I kept thinking about a conversation in 2013 with another business leader that had me questioning my purpose, my why.


About this time, I was introduced to Jack Rowe, former CEO of Aetna, who has been a professor at Harvard Medical School and elsewhere, a geriatrician. (You will read a conversation I had with him for the writing of this book in a later chapter.) He asked me how many people played games on Zynga—at the time, the number was about a hundred million a day.


Jack suggested, “If you reached even 1 percent of those people with something to help them in their lives, maybe something in healthcare, you could do a lot of good in the world.” And then he added, “And you would feel a lot better about yourself.” This made me pause, and I thought that was an interesting statement, since he did not know me. But maybe these are universal questions: Am I doing something with purpose? Have I found my why? And do I have the courage to pursue it?


It was another conversation, though, that jolted me to my decision.


I was meeting with a highly influential and outspoken journalist who was known for asking tough, insightful questions. But I had asked to meet for advice about which path to follow for my new role. Because her default is “journalist mode,” she kept digging at me and questioning why I wanted to take the job I thought I wanted. She was relentless, and none of my reasons passed her sniff test. She finally said to me, “Dave, stop being such a good Asian. What do you want to do?”


That statement, and her resulting question, stopped me in my tracks. We talked for a while longer about the pressures many first-generation Americans feel, and about her astute observation that I needed to focus on my purpose, my why, not what the next box to tick was. You know she’s a good journalist because it wasn’t the question she asked me, but the one she led me to, that I couldn’t get out of my head: Was I living to fulfill others’ expectations of my career and life, or was I ready to make a different choice?


I realized at my core, I wanted to make the world a better place, which I did not envision being able to do on Wall Street or in the world of gaming, and most certainly not at the new job I was thinking of taking. I had never shared that thought before, that I wanted to make the world better—mostly because I was scared to. So I never really did answer the journalist’s question. I thought she would probably roll her eyes and say, “Oh, another one of you that wants to change the world. Not unique, Dave, especially in the Valley.” So I kept my thoughts to myself. But at least now, I was listening to the nagging voice in my head.


I left the conversation re-energized. Sometimes we just need to hear wisdom like that to reframe us. Like many people in their midcareers, I had a whole host of responsibilities. Compared to my twenties, when I had “nothing to lose” if I took risks, I now had a wife, children, a mortgage, and a life that I liked very much. But at last, I think I understood my purpose was to go someplace where I could make a big difference and impact a great many people.


In this intentional path, I gathered all I had learned from gaming, product, business, and technology and poured it into healthcare when I went to Rally Health. How could technology help us in our health and wellness journey? How could engagement and community—things I had learned at Zynga—work in the healthcare environment? How could data help us be healthier?


Eventually, this intentional journey brought me to Calm, first as an advisor, then as CEO, where we live our purpose.


Every second of every day, someone is using Calm. From Sleep Stories and lullabies, to music for soothing anxiety, to meditations and breathing exercises to help manage stress, people use our app every day. They may use it during times of high stress and anxiety, such as during the pandemic, and then not use it for months—and that’s OK. We’re there when they need us—and technology allows us to be there.


However, there is so much more to be done—and that needs to start with having conversations about how we can care for our own mental health, and the mental health of our loved ones too. We still don’t talk about mental health enough. For some it’s cultural (I am a first-generation Korean, and in my upbringing, mental health wasn’t discussed; this is something many cultures struggle with—and I talk about it later in the book with actor, director, writer, and comedian Randall Park). Others worry about the stigma, the shame. Some don’t know how to begin the conversation.


I was taught to power through my doubts. If I was anxious, I just wasn’t trying hard enough. My parents didn’t know how to talk about mental health and feared the stigma. It wasn’t till decades later that my mother admitted that she suffered mostly in silence in the United States those first years. She didn’t yet speak the language, alone with young children while my father was off earning a living. I can only imagine the isolation she must have felt.


That’s one of many reasons why I wrote this book. I don’t want anyone to feel isolated and alone—I want us all to know that mental health and our mind’s battery is something we all must nurture and “charge.” And I want this book to begin a collective conversation. I’ve learned so much from experience and conversations with some amazing people that I want to share with you. Whether that’s a conversation on work-life balance, or burnout or anxiety, or the pressures of social media, both on our kids and on all of us who see picture-perfect, curated lives being posted, the important thing is that the conversation is happening—openly and compassionately. Just having these conversations plays a part in recharging our batteries.


One of the fun parts of my job has been getting a sneak peek at Calm behind the scenes and meet so many fascinating people. I get to learn their secrets too. Athletes have talked about taking a moment to settle their nerves; musicians have discussed their preconcert mental health warm-ups. All kinds of high-intensity individuals, from the playing field to the boardroom, understand that we need to take care of our mental health in order to operate at our peak. The conversations in this book give you a behind-the-scenes look at how high-achieving, high-intensity people approach mental health.


The people I had conversations with are also passionate about caring for our minds, our health, and each other. I had to share these conversations with you. You never would have guessed that the rebels, rappers, and innovators all believed we needed to recharge and keep our batteries from getting critically low. They offered suggestions and ways to approach the topic—and were open about their own experiences.


It is important for me to say that, even after all these conversations and writing this whole book, I don’t have all the answers. I wish I did, but the truth is that no one does. And that’s OK. It’s my hope to start conversations, to help us “find the words” we all need to discuss our mental health with those we care about. I am awed by their vulnerability—and I feel comfortable saying you probably won’t read conversations like this anywhere else. I so appreciate their words and emotions because when we share and have these conversations, we all benefit.


While this book will be applicable for anyone, I have particularly set out to write this for leaders of all kinds—whether you’re a leader of your household, running the finely tuned machine of ferrying a van load of three kids to five different sporting events and really needing a clone of yourself, or leading a Fortune 500 company. We increasingly understand the role mental health plays in workplace safety, absenteeism, and the care and support of employees, as well as how we navigate parenthood, leisure time, our partnerships or marriages, and our lives in general.


I also firmly believe that mental health needs to be part of workplace culture (all workplaces, not just the folks behind mental health and wellness companies)—because only then will workplaces thrive. We didn’t have a playbook for COVID-19, but we’re starting to understand the pressures and realities of work-life balance in ways we did not before. Let’s continue to have conversations about how we can make our teams feel better supported.
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