Looking Back:  30 Years at Tyler & Company

This retrospective by J. Larry Tyler, FACHE, FAAHC, FHFMA, CMPE, President of Tyler & Company, celebrates Tyler & Company’s 30th anniversary.  The first chapter was published in the winter 2008 newsletter; subsequent installments were published in each edition of Tyler’s Tidbits in 2008.   

The First Decade

It is hard to believe that our firm has been in business for thirty years.  It doesn’t seem like we started business yesterday, but it sure doesn’t feel like thirty years have gone by.

Thirty years seems like a long time, especially since most businesses rarely last three years . . . yet, I was thirty years old when I founded Tyler & Company, and a thirty year-old doesn’t seem old enough to start a business.  The editor of Tidbits asked me to do a retrospective on the firm, to give those reading this newsletter an understanding of our thirty-year journey.  So here goes.

The seeds of the formation of Tyler & Company go back to my days at Price Waterhouse & Co.  At the same time that I was getting my CPA certificate, I was also hunting for a job as a Chief Financial Officer as auditing wasn’t my calling.  I found a job through an internal contact at PW.  A construction firm client was in desperate need of a CFO, and I was introduced into the equation.  The three founders of the firm were church buddies who were convinced that they could make a mint constructing industrial buildings.   (If you ever have the feeling that you want to get into the construction business, then take two aspirins and lie down until the feeling goes away.)  One of the owners, Jack Coker, had an executive search business, and one of his understudies, Rick Jackson, subsequently placed me in another job as a CFO.  In 1978, both these men convinced me that I should join them in retained executive search as they had gotten really tied up in physician recruiting and were letting the executive search business pass by the wayside.  At this point, I had tired of being a CFO—I wanted more people contact and more freedom in my life, so I decided to take a flyer and do executive search.  I also figured that there wasn’t much downside to this venture.  I could always go back to accounting and finance if I didn’t stay out too long.

Success came quickly.  I was hooked and knew I had found my calling.  This was fortuitous because by September 1978, Coker had decided to retire and wanted me to purchase the executive search part of the business—this consisted of me at the time.  I deliberated about two weeks on the matter and then decided to take on the challenge.  We signed the agreements and moved ahead in October 1978.  I named my new firm Coker, Tyler & Company, dropping “Coker” after fiver years.  If necessary, I could finance the payroll on my credit card!

The late 70s and early 80s were years of tremendous growth in the for-profit hospital companies, and Tyler & Company prospered along with the growth of two of these companies:  Charter Medical Corporation in Macon, Georgia and American Medical International.  I remember our firm conducting 22 searches for AMI in one six-month period.  We completed one search by moving a candidate from one division of AMI to another.  Needless to say, the concept of keeping up with internal talent had not yet surfaced.  

Tyler & Company’s first non-profit client was St. Mary’s Hospital in Athens, GA.  Others followed, including Emory University Hospitals in Atlanta and Moses Cone Hospital in Greensboro, NC.  By 1983, we decided to enter the physician search business, and it eventually accounted for half of Tyler & Company’s revenues over the next few years.  We exited this business in the mid-90s.  More on that in the next issue. 

I think we started Tidbits in the early 80s.  It always served as a mechanism for communicating with clients and friends of the firm.  We still have many of the early editions of Tidbits that were distinguished by a full page of “Tyler’s Truisms”—often readers flipped to this back page first; it was one of the main reasons that people would read the newsletter then!  I rue the day that we had to start cutting back on these, but our content has mirrored the firm’s growth. 

Our firm’s commitment to writing and lecturing also began in those first few years when I started to lecture at Georgia State University’s MHA program.  The late Max Holland and I became friends, and he introduced me to other educators from around the country who invited me to lecture to their classes.  I still have the first article I wrote—for GSU’s Business magazine—called, “What Do You Do When the Headhunter Comes Calling?”  Because of my finance background, Tyler & Company was very active in placing CFOs, and I was very active in HFMA, eventually passing the organization’s exam and receiving my Fellowship.  As the firm started to conduct searches for COOs and CEOs, I added activities with ACHE to my list (as well as an ACHE Fellowship).  I have now only missed one ACHE Congress in 27 years.  

The first ten years at Tyler & Company were great.  Occasionally there were hiccups, but it seems that each time we thought that we weren’t going to make payroll, an unexpected check would show up in the mail.  By the mid 80s, healthcare had become a major growth industry as new hospitals were being built and new enterprises in need of staffing came on line.  Cost-based reimbursement was the engine for the growth, but that was all about to change.  A new acronym, DRG, came into being . . . 

The Second Decade
As Tyler & Company emerged from our first decade, the introduction of DRGs had started to take its toll on healthcare.  Our for-profit client base had begun to shrink as the for-profits consolidated offices and hired their own internal recruiting staffs in order to reduce recruitment fees.  A sure sign of the belt-tightening:  AMI Regional Executives even stopped flying first-class as they had done in the 80s!  Fortunately, the physician search business that we started in 1983 had grown well.  But by the mid-90s, it too hit a bump.  Hospitals had begun to purchase physician practices in response to the formation of companies like Phycor and Med-Partners.  As a result, the physician search practice began to stagnate as competitors cut fees in order to preserve what little business there was.  At this point, I made the decision to exit the physician search business.  Robin Singleton, who ran physician search, moved over to executive search with half of the staff.  She helped the other half of the staff find jobs outside the company.  

Fortunately Tyler & Company was able to compensate for these two shrinking markets in a few ways.  Our non-profit hospital practice had started to expand nicely.  And, new markets developed in the 90s.  First, searches for practice managers for both hospitals and independent practices grew dramatically.  In addition, the growth of PHOs prompted us to add a specialist to the firm—someone who had recruited in the insurance industry, Steve Kratz.  We were able to leverage our contacts with the hospitals into a sustainable practice in managed care, resulting in numerous searches in this area including two Blue Cross CEO searches.

During this decade, Tyler & Company also developed a preferred provider relationship with SunHealth.  I initially was skeptical about this type of arrangement but the long-term benefit to our firm was very good.  Ben Lattimer, President of SunHealth, took a special interest in our success and personally worked to make sure that we were connected to the SunHealth organization.    

In the 90s, we also were able to open a couple of new offices to expand our markets geographically.  Dr. George Linney, Jr. joined the firm and established our Charlotte office. Helping him was Hallie Banker who had joined us as an intern and stayed on with us after she completed her MHA.   In the late 80s we had opened an office in Philadelphia which closed two years later.  In 1997 we decided to re-open the office with the addition of Patti Hoffimeir and Roberta Levine as anchors.  We also opened an office in Dallas.  Sara Brown joined us in the 90s and became our Director of Research.  Chip Nagle joined us to run operations.

There was a lot of talk about the balanced budget act of 1996; it was implemented in 1997.  Almost overnight the belt tightening of our client base forced us to tighten our belts too.  The next two years were tough resulting in the closing of the Dallas office.  As we struggled along with our clients, my accounting and finance background paid off.  We weathered the storm.  Furthermore, some of our best and biggest searches were conducted during this decade.  I was lucky enough to win the opportunity to replace Stu Westbury as President of ACHE with Tom Dolan, who remains the current CEO.  I also conducted the CEO search for ProMedica in Toledo.  Alan Brass has now transformed that organization into the largest and best integrated delivery system in the U.S.

 By the end of the 90s, Tyler & Company had made Executive Recruiter News’ “Top 40” list of executive search firms five times.  And the 3rd millennium (i.e., the 2000s!) lay ahead . . .   

The Third Decade

Tyler & Company launched its third decade at the tail end of the 90s when the world was heady with anticipation of (i.e., anxiety over) the year 2000, or “Y2K” as we labeled it.  Some were worried that 2000 could bring the end of the World.  Nothing much happened then as it turned out, but ironically our economic system is bringing many current concerns.  

Back to Tyler & Company’s story . . . The eight years since 2000 have been good to Tyler & Company and to me personally.  In 2002, I published a new book, Practical Governance, (Health Administration Press) co-authored with my good friend and colleague, Errol L. Biggs, Ph.D., FACHE, Director of Graduate Programs in Health Administration, University of Colorado, Denver.  That same year, the third edition of my bestselling book, Tyler’s Guide:  The Healthcare Executive’s Job Search (Health Administration Press) was issued.  I am currently working on the fourth edition of this book which has become a staple for candidates and clients alike.
In 2003, I began collaborating with Andrew N. Garman, Psy.D., M.S., Associate Professor, Health Systems Management, Rush University, Chicago, on a series of studies sponsored by the American College of Healthcare Executives.  These studies have led to a number of publications on the topic of CEO Succession Planning.

In 2004, Tyler & Company accepted an invitation to join the Association of Executive Search Consultants, the AESC.  This group represents over 200 member firms around the world, representing clients from every industry sector.  We felt our mission and values were completely complementary with those of this industry group and still are.

In 2006, we expanded geographically again, opening our Austin office led by Nelson Mann.  We had launched our Northeast Regional Leadership Advisory Board in the late 90s, and we added our Southwest Regional Leadership Advisory Board to complement this important advisory source.  Since its inception, the Southwest practice has grown to be an important new market segment for Tyler & Company.   

Late in 2006, Dennis J. Kain, FACHE, was named Executive Vice President and Chief Operating Officer of Tyler & Company, thus starting a succession process for leadership at the firm.  We also began to post quality data on our Web site in 2006.  We had been collecting detailed quality data, based on surveys of clients and candidates, for many years.  But we became the first search firm to post it for all to see.   

In 2007, we launched our new, state-of-the-art, Web site.  Of course, we continue to enhance our proprietary database and recruiting software as well, but the Web site remains the “face” of Tyler & Company, and we were pleased to unveil our new look.  We also initiated our Life Sciences Practice in 2007, hiring Marcia Champagne to formally lead this market for us. 
Finally, just this year, I was named one of the “World’s Most Influential Headhunters” in BussinessWeek’s inaugural list of the Top 100 Global Executive Recruiters.  (BusinessWeek, January 31, 2008.)  And, Tyler & Company announced its affiliation with Signium International, an international consortium of executive search firms.  As a stockholder in a much bigger firm, we have enhanced our Life Sciences Practice and opened the door to a world of opportunity to all our clients.  
And so, thirty years have come and gone.  And at Tyler & Company we still see ourselves as a group of people who strongly believe in what we are doing—helping healthcare institutions be the best they can be by recruiting outstanding talent so that they can achieve their missions.  In the course of the past thirty years, we have not become the biggest healthcare retained executive search firm, but we believe we are the best.  Why?  Because we do important work, we care about our clients, and we care about our candidates.  We hope that you will join us in celebrating our thirty years of success, and remember that Tyler & Company is here, today, when the search becomes serious.
Comments about this retrospective can be directed to J. Larry Tyler, FACHE, FAAHC, FHFMA, CMPE, President of Tyler & Company, based in the firm’s Atlanta office.  He can be reached at 770.396.3939 or via e-mail at ltyler@tylerandco.com.  
