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Death
trap
LAST SEPTEMBER, STW’S CHRIS 
SAVAGE THOUGHT HE WAS GOING 
TO DIE. HE TELLS PAUL MCINTYRE 
WHY FAMILY AND WORK HAVE 
BEEN RADICALLY RECALIBRATED 
– AND WHY THE CREATIVE 
INDUSTRIES NEED TO DO THE SAME.

The big realisation 
for me and the 
eternal sadness I felt 
was that although I 
had no fear of death 
and if I was to die 
at 52, I’d be okay, I 
was so blind to not 
realise my family, 
my children, need 
me far more than I 
need me.

Ambassador 
for quitters
After his close shave with 
a throat tumour, STW chief 
operating officer Chris 
Savage has become an 
ambassador for the NSW 
Cancer Council’s new ‘Quit 
For Cancer’ (quitforcancer.
com.au) program.

Slated for the month 
of February, the new 
initiative encourages 
people to give up one of 
their habits for the shortest 
month of the year.

“It might be to stop 
taking work home, stop 
smoking, stop eating fatty 
food, stop not exercising or 
just stop whatever habit is 
hurting you,” Savage says. 
“I encourage everyone in 
our industry to get onto 
that website, to think about 
what they can stop.”

For his part, Savage says 
he is going to start a new 
habit: meditation.

“The thought of 
quietening my mind 
horrifies me,” he says. “I’m 
not about to become a 
vegetarian but I hope it’s a 
habit I can start.”

IT WAS a sunny day four months ago that Chris 
Savage walked into a throat specialist’s office and was 
hit by a sledgehammer.

After six months of increasingly hoarse vocals and 
difficulty swallowing, the fast-moving, cigar-smoking, 
wine-loving 52-year-old chief operating officer of 
Australia’s biggest marketing services group had finally 
figured he better get himself checked.

As Savage watched on screen as a camera moved 
down his throat, a massive tumour appeared on his 
vocal chords. The doctor was blunt: “It looks like 
cancer. I see these things all the time. It doesn’t look 
very good.”

Savage walked out of the clinic and freaked.
He had been a heavy cigarette smoker until he was 

38 and had then taken up big cigars for 15 years. He 
drank heavily, was addicted to work and stress and did 
little exercise.

Savage was handpicked in 2008 by STW chief 
executive Mike Connaghan to help reinvent the group 
from a passive investment company to an umbrella 
brand which created and delivered substance, value-
adding to its portfolio of 80 companies.

Connaghan’s vision was a major departure from 
former STW chief executive and chairman Russell 
Tate, who, under John Singleton’s watch, had cleverly 
reinvented the publicly listed John Singleton Advertising 
firm into a diversified communications group.

But some of STW’s flagship companies were under 
pressure and in 2008 the GFC struck. Savage, a 25-year 
PR veteran who had sold his corporate and finance PR 
advisory firm to Ogilvy PR and STW some years earlier, 
took to the new challenge with typical gusto.

So much so that Savage credits Connaghan with 
pulling him up regularly with a hand on the shoulder 
and some wise words: “Chris, only do what only you 
can do.”

“I always did more because I was addicted to 
pressure,” Savage says. “It was a hell of a few years and 
very exciting. I need to move with intensity and I put a 
lot of pressure on myself but I became a bit obsessed – 
as I have always been. In many ways it had clouded my 
realisation that I’m getting older, that there’s less ahead 
of me than there is behind me. What I needed and 
what I got was a massive wake-up call.”

The same September day of his chilling assessment 
of probable imminent death, Savage, naturally, started 
reflecting. “I thought, damn it,” he says. “Of course 
I am going to get this sort of cancer. I’m a smoker, a 
drinker, I’m 25 kilos overweight, I’m a stress merchant 
and it should happen to me.”

Two days later, Savage was under the knife to have 
some or the entire tumour cut out. The doctor told him 
again it was 90% likely to be cancer but the lab results 
would be another two days.

“In that period I really thought to myself that I 
deserved to get cancer because I’d been a self-centred, 
ignorant blind guy,” he says. “And the big realisation 

for me and the eternal sadness I felt was that although 
I had no fear of death and if I was to die at 52, I’d 
be okay, I was so blind to not realise my family, my 
children, need me far more than I need me.

“I thought how devastating for them to know their 
dad didn’t care enough to have worked harder to give 
himself longevity. I lost sight of the fact that the most 
important things in life can’t be bought or measured.”

When the call came two days after his surgery to say 
his tumour was benign, Savage says he knew he had a 
second chance.

“I know I am weak and easily led down a path of 
slovenliness and bad habits, and I needed to take this 
opportunity,” he says. “So if I last another five years, 
at least my kids could say, ‘You gave it a go, dad.’ If I 
can last another 20 years then my kids will be in their 
thirties or thereabouts and I would have been there 
long enough.”

So, unsurprisingly, Savage has taken to busting old 
bad habits with ferocity, although he says he will never 
become “some sort of puritanical do-gooder”.

He’s dropped 10 kilos with another 15 to go, exercises 
regularly and scores himself weekly on his regime. He’s 
dropped the cigars, although he says when he achieves 
“certain goals” he might get back to three big Trinidads 
a year rather than the 120 he was puffing. When he 
travels, rather than the three beers and a cigar over his 
last meeting in Singapore’s Raffles Hotel, he runs for an 
hour, eats grilled salmon and is in bed by 10:00pm.

“I love it,” he says. “When I’m stressed, pressured 
and exhausted, I no longer go to the Cabana bar and 
drink a bottle of red and smoke a cigar. I would rather 
a different habit and take deliberate oxygen. All of us 
in this industry need to. It’s a bloody hard industry, 
incredibly hard. It’s harder and harder to make money, 
client expectations are going through the roof, they 
want more for less and the revolution that’s changing 
our industry is furious.”

But equally as important are the internal 
adjustments Savage is making.

“I’m reducing my work pressure and load,” he says 
in a nod to Connaghan’s ongoing quips. “I’m working 
less hours but I’m getting more of the important things 
done in a good enough fashion to move [STW’s] agenda 
forward and make progress. ‘Done’ is better than 
‘perfect’ and I’ve always been a perfectionist.”

Savage also talks a lot about “being present”. “I’m 
training myself to be genuinely present in what 
happens to me every day, particularly when I get 
home. I’ve stopped taking work home with me and 
when I do get home, I’m 100% there – whether it’s 
bowling a cricket ball with my son, picking up my 
daughters from school or on the verandah with my 
wife,” he says.

“I am being more focused on being connected to 
that reality rather than my mind thinking about 1,000 
different things. It’s being able to do this without guilt 
– when you are not at work to be 100% focused on 
others. This is the main game. This is our lives and we 
owe it to ourselves and to others to learn to be 100% 
focused on things other than work.

“So the message for me is I have to change. I’ve made 
great progress around my lifestyle habits. I’ve got to 
change habits around my job. I’ve got to do less.” 


