
Roberto Ascione says the August 2012 unifi-
cation of Publicis Healthware International 
(PHI) with Razorfish Health has a different 

storyline from most such events. When one firm swal-
lows another, the principals involved may portray 
the acquisition as a marriage of equals, but often the 
two companies involved are noticeably unequal. But 
Ascione calls the PHI-Razorfish Health union a “true 
merger,” and that really seems to be the case.

For one thing, both agencies were siblings under the 
Publicis Healthcare Communications Group banner. 
In addition, each agency offered a range of health-
care and high-tech services that complemented the 
other. PHI was strong on the technology side, owning 
a number of software systems (read: revenue streams 
from licensing); Razorfish Health boasted know-how 
in digital media and search. PHI had the global thing 
down pat; Razorfish Health had the States blanketed.

So Ascione, who leads the renamed Razorfish 
Healthware as global president, has reason to say 
that the merger “makes everybody stronger. The new 
Razorfish Healthware is where the market is going.” 
Most of the leadership of both companies stuck around 
post-merger, with former Razorfish Health managing 
director Katy Thorbahn shifting into the role of global 
head of agency services. As of mid-May, the combined 
entity employed around 275 people in nine countries.

The year’s biggest challenges, not surprisingly, were 
operational and logistical—unifying financial systems, 
etc. To smooth over some of those headaches, company 
leaders around the globe meet virtually on a weekly 
basis. Ascione and his lieutenants have also involved 
employees at all levels in the integration process.

“At every one of our locations, our people went 
through training about the new vision, disciplines and 

methodologies,” Ascione says. “Whether you meet a 
Razorfish Healthware person in New York City or 
Salerno or Madrid, you get a consistent product and 
consistent output.” To ease the cultural transition, the 
company launched an enterprise social network.

As for keeping clients happy as it renovated its 
internal operations, Ascione reports mostly smooth 
sailing. Razorfish Healthware doesn’t disclose client 
wins or losses, but Ascione says that the firm has won 
“every pitch this year so far. All the big things we really 
wanted to get, we got them.” So what will the new 
company be able to do that the older ones couldn’t? 
Geographically, its coverage is about as global as it 
gets. In terms of client service, few healthcare agencies 
will be able to match its range of digital offerings. “We 
have the ability to work with clients across a wider 
spectrum of services. There’s no one platform that we 
are not able to deliver against,” Ascione promises.

Of course, with the new scale comes new pressures. 
Finding the right people to fill open positions is prov-
ing vexing, to the extent that Razorfish Healthware 
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has turned its focus within. “Growing internal talents 
is the way for us to staff up. I’m not saying we won’t 
look at the existing talent pool, but it’s clear to me 
that [the quality] is not there,” Ascione says.

He’s more bullish on the esprit de corps that’s emerg-
ing in the wake of the integration. “Both entities came 
to [this merger] with strong and healthy businesses 
and cultures,” Ascione adds. “We’re building one that’s 
bigger and better than the many.” —Larry Dobrow
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