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v

Foreword

 In 1988, I founded Linkage, Inc., a company with the primary 
 objective to improve organizations worldwide through the devel-
opment of strong leaders and leadership teams. Since then, we 

have partnered with companies worldwide from virtually every indus-
try and have concluded from our studies that it is effective leadership 
that transforms organizations, and in some cases even industries. 
 Further, we have learned that radical change doesn ’ t happen through 
evolution. It is leaders who blaze the trail forward to real change by 
taking charge and putting skin in the game. From early on, Linkage, 
Inc. has held close ties to the health care industry, and I consider myself 
lucky to have interacted with and served some of the fi nest hospitals, 
providers, insurers, universities, and distributors from all over the world. 
It has been amazing to observe the great care, the advances in medi-
cine, and the totally dedicated leaders who take on the challenges of 
delivering health care to now more than a quarter of a billion people 
in the United States. 

 It was almost 10 years ago that I fi rst became acquainted with 
McKesson Corporation, a health care services company with over $100 
billion in sales and an international company with a grand vision to 
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facilitate an American health care revolution. Over the past decade, 
I have become familiar with the leadership and rich 175 - year history 
of the company, largely through my close working relationship with 
John Hammergren, McKesson ’ s CEO. 

 Several years ago John and I discussed his views on the state of 
American health care, and what needed to change to avert the looming 
collapse of the system as we know it today. I was struck with his clear 
thinking regarding what was in store for our nation ’ s future and his 
strong leadership around the steps we should take to reinvent health care 
in this country. 

 John and I were both tired of hearing how bad health care was in 
the United States and even more suspicious of the quick solutions that 
seemed to end up with  “ Let ’ s move to a government - run system. ”  In 
fact, it had become our strong conviction that health care in America is 
not broken; it is stalled, stuck in place, and needs a big push to get it 
going again. I was so inspired by my discussions with John that I encour-
aged him to offer his message in a book and thereby inspire the health 
care debate in a larger way. I pledged my personal time and the consid-
erable resources of my company to co - write this book with John. 

  Skin in the Game  is the result of our efforts. 
 Throughout the chapters that follow, it will be John ’ s voice and con-

viction that you hear telling the story of American health care, backed 
by the fi ndings of an independent research team set up specifi cally for 
this project. Our study began close to home with the McKesson story, 
which is fascinating in its own right and provides a colorful backdrop 
for the chain of historic events that have helped shape our health care 
system over the past two centuries. Along the way, we examined all areas 
of what has come to be our health care industry and discovered a 
number of guiding principles, most notably a simple, overarching goal 
for which to strive:  accessible health care for all that is cost - effective, safe, relia-
ble, and patient - centered, provided in a way that encourages improvement in 
quality and delivery and the quest for new medicines and best practice 
standards.  

 This is what we all want. Yet this goal can be realized only with 
the help of strong leaders who have the conviction to see us through the 
dramatic changes that will reshape the country ’ s health care system in 
the coming years. That ’ s why we have called this book  Skin in the 
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Game  — because it ’ s going to take the personal involvement and support 
of each and every one of us to get things going and keep them going in 
the desired direction. 

 Each of us will at some point in our lives be touched by the health 
care industry. My own story is typical. A dozen years ago, my wife of 
30 years was taken from our family because of the onslaught of an 
aggressive leukemia. She received the best care available at the time dur-
ing her long fi ght, yet I know that the treatment she received then is 
already considered ancient history today. In just a few short years we 
have witnessed incredible advances in treatments that have and will con-
tinue to grant us longer, healthier, and more fulfi lling lives. I want to 
see this trend accelerate tenfold in the future because I don ’ t want to see 
future generations of families go through the same painful loss I experi-
enced. This book is a wake - up call for anyone not currently involved in 
this important national dialogue. 

 We did not write this book for the sake of publicity or for monetary 
gain. In fact, all of our proceeds from the book will go to charity. Our 
motive is to take advantage of a rare opportunity to share a solution -
 based point of view, one that will bring about continuous, measurable 
change that will noticeably improve our lives over the next few years. 

 Throughout this book, while telling the story of health care, we 
have made an effort to lay out the most important actions that citizens 
and leaders alike must undertake to actualize the aforementioned com-
mon goal. We must get the right people involved doing the right things, 
and we must outline and execute a plan of attack that gets us to the place 
where we ultimately want to be. These steps are universal and have been 
taken countless times in many other industries. Now is the time for us as 
a nation to take control of our health care industry, and the only way to 
do that is by getting personally involved — or, in other words, putting 
some skin in the game. 

  — Phil Harkins      
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1

Introduction
      A Thousand Miles of Health Care 

and the Last Two Feet          

 W here I grew up in small - town Minnesota, we had conven-
ient, local, personal health care. The family doctor, the local 
hospital, and the pharmacist on Main Street were all con-

nected. They all knew each other, and they all knew me. Health care was 
not perfect. Human error was a major part of the gamble. Medical practice 
lacked today ’ s medical science. We didn ’ t know as much about prevention 
and wellness in those days. If you needed special treatment, you were look-
ing at big out - of - pocket expenses, and probably travel and extended time 
away from home, since the advanced facilities and surgeons were almost 
exclusively housed in major cities. Living to age 65 in decent shape was 
considered a pretty good life, and if you got seriously sick or were chroni-
cally ill, things were grim. 

 I saw a lot of the apparatus of health care, fi rsthand and from the 
bottom up, as a young teenager. My father was a traveling medical sup-
ply salesman. He fostered connections with hospitals, doctors, and 
pharmacists all over the state, and in the summers I would sometimes 
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