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			For Diana Orrantia, who embodies the patient experience for so many others. I have had many encounters with patients in the past, but you came out of the blue at a meaningful time for me, and it felt like a God-wink.
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			Foreword 
by Dean Kamen

			Jim Sweeney and I met many years ago and, for a number of years, our careers crossed paths frequently due to our common interest in improving healthcare. During those years, we often saw eye-to-eye on the impact that emerging technologies could and should have on the healthcare system. I agreed to read this book given this history, but then it started to feel like more of an obligation than something I looked forward to doing. I am a very slow reader and have little tolerance for the endless prattle that comes out of many business books these days.

			I took a deep breath and sat down to at least skim the book. Eleven hours later I had read it straight through and found myself in strong agreement with many of the ideas in Creative Insecurity. There are so many memorable lines, and in fact, some I am sure I have said myself.

			Like Jim, I am not afraid of failure. It isn’t my favorite thing, but I happen to be an expert on the topic. I believe that for every step backward, you should try all the harder to take two steps forward. As long as you embrace the failure and move past it faster than most, you can get three times the experience and still end up ahead. I would rather have either a spectacular failure or a spectacular success than die in the warm death of mediocrity.

			Not only did I find this book to be personally interesting because I know so many of the people and companies mentioned, but also because it has a compelling vision. Each time I reached a place where I thought, “I wouldn’t necessarily agree with that,” a next paragraph would follow presenting another, more nuanced facet of the argument. It gives the right examples and delivers a balanced perspective.

			I wrote this foreword because I think many people will find this book insightful, especially anybody who has ever tried to start a business, or wondered whether they should start a business, and if so, when they should start a business.

			Creative Insecurity will encourage people to do something that matters instead of just making small, incremental improvements. This book will light a fire for anyone with a creative side, and I especially hope newly minted business school graduates will take the time to read it.

			Dean Kamen is the legendary entrepreneur best known for inventing the Segway. However, he is proudest of other world-changing breakthroughs, many in the medical field. These include the insulin pump he developed in his parents’ basement in 1973, a portable dialysis machine, a robotic arm for humans, the iBOT stair-climbing wheelchair, and a revolutionary machine that provides safe drinking water to developing countries. He is an icon in Manchester, New Hampshire and he also founded the non-profit FIRST®. This 501(c)(3) charity inspires youth from all nations through a robotics sport and celebrates science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) leadership and innovation.

			 

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Throughout my career, I started or co-founded fourteen companies with successful exits, and there have been countless other experiments along the way. There were various fundraising rounds, IPOs, mergers, and acquisitions. The company names and timelines are generally unimportant for this book, which is not a history of the healthcare industry or my business. This book isn’t my autobiography either. Instead, I share the principles and traits needed for anyone to lean into creative insecurity and unleash their inner misfit. These ideas will benefit anyone who is entrepreneurially minded.

			My first company started as Home Healthcare of America, but the name later changed to Caremark, which I use throughout this book for consistency. We took it public in 1982, and then sold Caremark to Baxter in 1987 for $586 million.1 It was eventually purchased by CVS in 2004 for $24 billion.

			After Caremark, I wondered if I would be “One-and-Done Sweeney,” but fourteen wins have shown the repeatability of the concepts in this book. My co-author and I have added the scholarly work of other researchers throughout for further evidence, analysis, and nuance.

			Here are some additional highlights to give context. My team and I created Central Admixture Pharmacy Services (CAPS) in 1990. CAPS ultimately sold to B-Braun. We purchased McGaw in 1990 and took the whole thing public. This public company was sold to Key Pharmaceuticals for $600 million. CardioNet started in 2000, and Phillips eventually bought it as part of BioTelemetry in 2021 for $2.8 billion.

			These are just a few examples of the successes my colleagues and I have achieved through the years. I have had the great privilege of mentoring others along their journeys, and that is why I am confident that you can replicate the principles in this book. I can’t wait to see the success—as you define it—that opens for you as you put these ideas into action.

			

			
				
					1	Leslie Berkman, “Executive Comes Full Circle in Deal for Lab: Acquisitions: The Former marketing director of McGaw Laboratories heads a group that is acquiring his old employer, now known as Kendall McGaw Laboratories,” Los Angeles Times, August 1, 1990, https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1990-08-01-fi-1609-story.html.
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			Is Insecurity Positive or Negative?

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Embracing Humble Insecurity vs. Toxic Insecurity

			A couple weeks before my sixteenth birthday, I got a job as a delivery boy at a San Diego hospital, ferrying consumables from the supply room to every part of the hospital. They weren’t supposed to hire anyone younger than sixteen, but I made my case, and they made an exception. Throughout the remainder of my high school years, I worked after school and on weekends. I liked it because I am a social person, and I got to know the people who worked in the hospital. I chatted up the nurses and overheard staff conversations. I observed what was going on without calling attention to myself. I remember the smell of disinfectants and how my shoes squeaked on the floor. It was an interesting, high-energy job that kept me moving. It also gave me pocket money to buy my school clothes and go SCUBA diving in La Jolla.

			But after a while, I grew uneasy by what else I saw. Hospitals were dangerous places. People picked up deadly infections, and I also witnessed mistakes. Many routine errors were preventable, caused by humans who weren’t paying attention. Patients sometimes received the wrong drug, ending the life of someone who should have recovered. Then came the coverups. I heard whisperings and noticed how the hospital system protected itself, the staff, and the doctors. As a young man with an idealistic personality, this rattled me.

			I saw waste too. It boggled my mind how many glass thermometers were broken. I thought, I should invent an electronic one. Another company beat me to it, though, and digital thermometers soon became the industry standard. Rather than feeling disappointed, the success of that invention bolstered my confidence that I had seen something other people missed. It validated my idea, and was my first taste of being a contrarian.

			During that time, I was also reading the classic books on positive thinking. I devoured The Power of Positive Thinking by Norman Vincent Peale and latched onto his advice: “Shoot for the moon. Even if you miss, you’ll land among the stars.” I internalized principles from Think and Grow Rich by Napoleon Hill. He famously wrote, “Whatever the mind can conceive and believe, it can achieve.”

			At home, I would read a chapter and then go to work, repeating affirmations under my breath. Then, in the middle of my rounds, I’d stop cold in my tracks before passing by a family stricken with grief because their loved one wouldn’t be coming home. Something stirred within me. I thought, This is crazy. Hospitals are the last place most sick people should be. The system ought to change.

			So, as I was reading about the power of envisioning a positive future, I began to form an idea: one day, I would do something to change what was wrong with hospitals. I set my mind to it. I don’t know how I knew, and maybe it created a self-fulfilling prophecy, but I remember the feeling vividly. I knew it.

			Is there something you know?

			If there is, I wrote this book for you.

			Not everyone will see what you do. That comes with being a contrarian. My father didn’t think much of my affirmations. I’m a twin, and he was fond of observing that my brother Jerry was the smart one, while I was more of a salesman type. I wasn’t fond of the characterization. My brother is indeed intellectually gifted—he went to Harvard and got a PhD there. In contrast, I was drafted into the army, became a combat medic in the Vietnam era, and earned a business degree from San Diego State. But even early in life, I thought people were underestimating me. I never wanted to prove anyone else wrong, but I did want to prove myself right.

			My father died in 1969 at the too-young age of fifty-six because he couldn’t get kidney dialysis. He had lived putting off his dreams because he said he had responsibilities, but I suspect it was due to paralysis and fear of rejection.

			Before he passed, he gave me his advice. “When the brass ring2 comes around, you go for it.”

			His words meant a great deal to me; that is precisely what I intended to do. One day, I knew my chance would come.

			Fast forward twenty years, and I believed it was time.

			My first big failure: Irvine, California, on the McGaw Labs campus

			A secretary led me down a hallway dubbed “mahogany row” because it housed the executive suites. I entered the CEO’s palatial office with a huge desk, private patio, and settee area. My boss was the VP of Marketing, and he was already waiting with the president and other executives. I felt nervous and excited to make my presentation.

			McGaw manufactured IV solutions, and I had taken a job there as Marketing Director following about a decade with various healthcare companies. My early experience working in a hospital had profoundly influenced the presentation I was about to give to the leadership team. My proposal had everything to do with a desire to change what I had witnessed all those years earlier.

			They listened as I told them I had spent time in the top-notch Cleveland Clinic, where we provided IV solutions for patients who needed Total Parenteral Nutrition (TPN). These patients obtained all their nutrition from a feeding tube. Despite the clinic’s high standard of care, these people had a terrible quality of life. They were chained to the hospital because, between feedings, they’d go home and starve for a week before returning to repeat the process. It was miserable for them, and patients had poor outcomes. Then, a lightbulb turned on for me.

			“We could treat these patients at home.”

			It was a revolutionary idea, and I knew it could work. We could provide all the supplies for patients to administer their own IV solutions. My pitch was impassioned, but the executives shifted in their seats.

			One spoke aloud what the others seemed to be thinking: “Patients could never do something so dangerous, and the hospital would never sign off on it. They’d be too afraid of getting sued.”3

			I was emphatic as I responded to their objections. Hospitals were losing money on these patients and thus stood to earn more from the arrangement. Patients would have every motivation to do it right if it meant getting their lives back. Who would be more careful than the patients themselves? Overworked and distracted hospital staff were more likely to make mistakes than patients would be. Regarding sterility, proper steps could ensure sanitary conditions, and besides, nothing at home was as scary as a hospital infection.

			“This makes no sense,” my boss said.

			“Every part of this equation does make sense.” I said while thinking, It will work.

			As the management team dismissed me, I could see the incredulous looks on their faces. They had already rejected the idea.

			Their formal answer to my proposal followed swiftly. Not only did they decline the opportunity, but they also wrapped their reply to me in a pink slip. I was not a fit for their organization.4

			That was my first and greatest failure up to that point in my life. But it turned out to be the most freeing event too.

			I had climbed the ladder quickly in every role I’d had, but I was long accustomed to feeling like a misfit in the bureaucracies where I worked. I was a square peg in a round hole within a corporate culture. Although I got along well with colleagues, they often didn’t know what to make of me. I wasn’t contrary on purpose, but I couldn’t help but see the world differently. Despite these stifling cultures, I discovered success by following my instincts. I was too strong-willed to accept the way things had always been done, and I brought new approaches to my work, such as turning around a list of dead accounts in my first job after college.

			Now untethered, I could pursue my idea. That idea became the seed for Caremark, a company that would first pioneer the high-tech home healthcare industry. It was a revolutionary concept that saved money at every level and kept patients out of hospitals.

			Caremark would be my first entrepreneurial venture of more than a dozen during my career.5 These healthcare companies collectively created billions of dollars in value for shareholders, resulting in tremendous efficiencies. But most importantly, they saved or extended patient lives in immeasurable ways.

			Why am I telling you this story? Every week, I talk with entrepreneurs and rising young professionals who feel restless where they are. They often tell me they feel like misfits. They see what others do not and have ideas that might change the world. It is about leaning into the positive aspects of insecurity, failing your way to success, and honing traits you already possess.

			Creative insecurity and toxic insecurity have opposite polarity

			As my career has shifted from serial entrepreneurship to coaching others with their startups, I’ve studied differences between those who succeed and those who self-destruct. More than any other trait, I see people break through their barriers by embracing positive insecurity rather than succumbing to the paralyzing effects of negative insecurity.

			While most people think of insecurity as bad, it is neither inherently positive nor negative. Instead, this trait has opposite polarity, with both positive and negative effects. The choice is yours to lean into creative insecurity as a powerful growth catalyst or let fear-based overcorrections become a destructive force in your life.

			Let me give you an example of a time I faced down negative insecurity in my life. As a young professional, I was about as scared as most people are of public speaking, maybe more. Some sources say that the fear of public speaking is the most common phobia ahead of death, spiders, and heights. In my case, if I had to get in front of people, I would literally start to hyperventilate. One time, I was scheduled to have a conversation with Bill Graham, who was chairman of the board at Baxter. He was an attorney, had been the CEO, and had reigned over extraordinary growth for twenty years. He had built Baxter into a multibillion-dollar company, and I was about thirty levels below him in the organization. As I waited outside his office, I started breathing so fast I got lightheaded.

			After that, I knew I had to conquer that demon, so I joined Toastmasters. I got written critiques of my talks and, over time, I mastered those skills until I would eventually speak in front of thousands at a time. I learned to think on my feet, and that ability led to standing ovations. I’m not saying any of that to brag, but to demonstrate that I understand negative insecurity and how to turn it into a positive. Speaking became a skill that has served me for the rest of my life

			If the word “insecurity” makes you feel squeamish, you are not alone. The Oxford Dictionary definition carries negative connotations, including anxiety, a lack of confidence, and a feeling of being open to danger.

			One word of the formal definition is neutral and not necessarily negative, That word is uncertainty. Simply put, we feel insecure when a situation or outcome is uncertain. You might just as readily feel excited about an unknown outcome as you might feel anxious.

			What makes you feel insecure today, right now, as you are reading this? You might feel unsure about the future or whether your abilities will measure up to a challenge. Imposter syndrome plagues nearly everyone. You may feel like a misfit, out of place in your current environment. Perhaps you must respond to threats coming your way.

			It is possible and healthy to develop creative responses to the inherent insecurity in life. You have a choice of what to do when faced with uncertainty. A positive approach is curious, open to improvisation, and ready to learn. It is an alert state of being, not a fearful one.

			If you are having difficulty wrapping your head around positive insecurity, let’s begin by looking for examples in your life. Can you think of a time when you felt the thrill of a new beginning? If so, you have experienced positive insecurity. The exhilaration of new love, starting a job, or kicking off a project are all times of uncertainty that bear the markers of hopeful excitement. If you enjoy exploring and delay turning back because you’ve got to see what is around the next curve, you know the feeling of positive insecurity. I had that same feeling when I set out to help patients receive treatment at home. Nobody was doing anything like it, so we were entering uncharted waters.

			That feeling has been present in me with every new venture since. I get the biggest kick out of the early steps. Opening a new box of business cards or seeing a fresh logo on a website makes me feel like anything is possible. No matter my age, I always sense that my biggest deal is still ahead.

			You may not be the thrill-seeking adventurer type, but perhaps your personality gravitates toward exploring in different ways. Are you blessed with an insatiable curiosity that causes you to pull on a thread until you untangle its mysteries? You might be driven to solve a problem in your work or to answer a call driven by the question, “What about this subject is so interesting?” Curiosity is a potent form of creative insecurity.

			The discovery process is invaluable because it reveals more knowledge. While setting out for the unknown might be scary, curiosity can motivate us to push through our fears.

			And if you enjoy the learning process, you already know one of life’s great truths: humans are most fulfilled when we feel challenged. We all tend to expect that we will feel happy after accomplishing an ambitious goal, but the opposite is often true. There are plenty of examples which show we are more engaged when we struggle upward compared to times of ease.

			I am reminded of how climber Alex Honnold described feeling after doing a 3,000-foot, free-solo ascent of El Capitan in Yosemite National Park. Afterward he said, “After achieving that life dream with El Cap, nothing is calling to me quite as much as it did. There’s literally nothing else like it in the world.” Honnold added, “When you know that nothing you do in the future will ever matter as much as what you’ve already done, it does take a little steam out of you.”6 A white-knuckle film about his ascent earned an Oscar for Best Documentary in 2018.

			Author Liz Wiseman further addresses this idea in her book Rookie Smarts: Why Learning Beats Knowing in the New Game of Work. She explains that mastery does not bring about happiness. Instead, her research shows that people feel alive when they solve problems and grow. Contentment wanes after achieving a goal.

			Wiseman states, “As our challenge level goes up, our personal satisfaction also goes up.” The real danger comes when you reach the top and stay there. “When we linger too long on a plateau,” she says, “a little part of us starts to die.”7

			The takeaway? Don’t get comfortable. An easy life will leave you emotionally dissatisfied without knowing why. Wiseman quotes the great poet, Khalil Gibran, “The lust for comfort, that stealthy thing that enters the house a guest, and then becomes a host, and then a master.” That is why retirement is so dangerous. Many people become sedentary and lose the spark of being challenged. People who sink into those habits lose vitality and some even die soon after leaving their careers.

			In contrast to stagnation, Wiseman describes a “fire walker” position. It is an off-balance stance, thus causing forward movement. Fire walkers are careful, but they walk very fast. “You have never heard of a fire stander,” she says.8 Fire walkers are insecure on those coals. The lesson: if you feel hot coals under your feet, then paralysis is your enemy. Keep moving.

			I naturally relish new beginnings. My greatest thrills have come from creating something that didn’t exist before—in other words, going from zero to one. That phrase has been in my mind for years, and I nodded when I saw that Peter Thiel had written a book called Zero to One. He is a quintessential contrarian who founded PayPal and whose cohort from that venture went on to start companies such as YouTube, LinkedIn, Facebook, and Tesla. I relate to Thiel’s drive to create something new. The creative process (in the form of starting companies) has provided me with an ever-renewing source of passion. Whatever form your creative energy takes, passion will provide the fuel for your journey.

			In my case, the thrill of the quest has led me to serial entrepreneurship, beginning fresh again and again. It turns out that I am not wired to grind away in one job or with one idea for an entire career. My way of serial entrepreneurship, where I repeatedly return to the startup phase, is not necessarily the right path for anyone else; it’s just how I am.

			The successful companies I founded years ago have changed healthcare in America, and we now have the benefit of hindsight about them. They make good case study examples. I have some great stories to share with you, although I must say that this is a departure from how I usually am. That is because I generally prefer to look forward instead of back. That is why I enjoy the company of young people, as those my age seem stuck talking about what they did thirty years ago. You stay young by continuing to reinvent yourself and by beginning new adventures.

			Not all the people I learn from are in the business realm, however. One woman I am blessed to know is a hero of mine. As a young woman, she was kidnapped and held for months. After regaining her freedom, she had to claw her way back from the trauma. Her journey included a suicide attempt. But she pulled herself out, changed her name, and became a new person. Today, she is one of the strongest, most full-of-light people I have ever met. She radiates poise, joy, and kindness, and you would never guess what she’s been through. She has had a successful career and is a saver of people and animals. I consider her to be a modern-day Mother Theresa—a saint. She has given herself to God. If my friend can overcome what she did, then you can flourish too.

			I know you can learn to embrace insecurity and build strengths in the areas of vision, indefatigability, and humility. I am right here with you, still immersed in the creation process. The outcome of any startup is uncertain, but I work through iterations with hyper speed. Through the many startups I have personally been part of, or that I have coached through their development, you will see that the principles in this book are timeless. My teams have replicated the methods many times and validated the ideas by surveying the best empirical research of our day.

			My companies move fast because I’m a cheetah. I strike fast. And if something doesn’t work out, I move on to another endeavor in the spirit of “fail early, fail often.” I give you this background, so you know I am in this with you. I’m still embracing insecurity and learning new concepts that challenge what I believed yesterday. I’m still taking calculated risks with new startups and relish new beginnings. I love the blank page and plan to keep turning over new ones until the day I die. It’s what I do. I’m not looking in the rearview mirror because that is not my direction.

			What is your natural disposition? Are you naturally adventurous or cautious? I can tell you (and data supports) that the best entrepreneurs are a mix of both.

			Humans are programmed for both safety and exploration

			You are not necessarily overreacting if you feel anxious in uncertain situations. The reason the unknown feels uncomfortable is because we are all programmed to avoid risk. You stay alive by listening to your body’s warning signs that you are in peril. These internal signals get your attention, not only to physical danger, but in social situations as well. Elders have taught you to stay out of trouble and that rules are there to protect you. Your parents were not keen on seeing you hurt. You may have been pressured to abide by societal norms. Some etiquette is prudent, while other unspoken rules are meant to keep everybody in their place. Feeling like a misfit is a natural side effect of not molding yourself into other people’s idea of how you should be. At this phase in your life, will you accept someone else’s definitions, or accept yourself?

			Let’s shift now to the drawbacks of conformity. I’ve seen an especially fierce rule-following streak in some of the brightest minds coming out of business schools like Harvard and Stanford, and this can really keep them from living up to their full potential. It is a hard one to overcome because behaving as expected is generally helpful to them, ensuring that they climb in society. They follow a plan of success through school after being trained from birth to do all the “right” things. They go to the right schools, which sets them to become ideal citizens in the world. Once admitted, they are in the club and can write their ticket. But one disadvantage the new Harvard and Stanford MBAs face is that they have a habit of acting sure of themselves. It is hard for them to admit uncertainty. It can be a real challenge for them to take risks that upset other people’s expectations. Please forgive my stereotyping here; I realize not everyone in those schools came from privilege, and not all grads from prestigious schools are conformists. I’m just making a point for effect. It doesn’t mean people with this background can’t succeed, and I’ve worked with some fabulous Ivy League people like Dick Allen, Wick Goodspeed, and Clayton Christensen who were brilliant and humble. They showed grace under pressure and innovated in their domains.

			Rules themselves are neither positive nor negative; they guide normal operating circumstances. As any artist will tell you, mastering the basics means you can break form with intention. When you become comfortable with the strengths and limitations of standard conventions, you gain confidence in coloring outside the lines. To be clear, I don’t mean breaking ethical rules or the law; I mean being different.

			Now, let’s address the flip side of our humanity—the desire to explore. Just as people have evolved to recognize the warning signs of danger, we also have been blessed with the itch to experiment. What will happen if I eat this? What else could I make from this item? What is beyond the village? Think about how many inventions have been discovered by chance, with examples ranging from penicillin to Play-Doh, to the Post-it note. Breakthroughs occur when people mess around with existing materials or make a mistake that leads to serendipity.

			Here is a story from the field of medicine. In 1958, Dr. F. Mason Sones Jr. was in the basement of Cleveland Clinic performing a routine imaging test on a patient. In the 1950s, doctors regularly used contrast dye to view the valves and chambers of the heart, but they feared that injecting dye into the smaller

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					The founder who talks over everyone and has to be the smartest person in the room

					The bright entrepreneur who could change the world but is paralyzed by indecision

					The CEO who rose too fast through the organization and developed an enormous ego to over-compensate

					The headlong risk-taker who ignores warning signs and continues without change long after doing so is appropriate
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