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I have always loved to learn because a product of learning is growth.

An insatiable desire for acquiring and applying new information and skills has prevented me
from accepting that we were meant to do one and only one thing in life. I have intentionally
ignored the tired mantra “go to school, get an education, get a job, make a comfortable living,
save money, retire, and live frugally.” I never thought that advice applied to me.

Though I enjoyed playing the saxophone, I chose eye care as a profession due to my interest in
science and health care and because most career opportunities for saxophonists involved
teaching—and I only wanted to perform. I had many great experiences collaborating with
talented musicians, and I still love to play. Some of my fondest memories include meeting and
associating with tremendously accomplished and Grammy award-winning musicians such as
Bruce Hornsby and Branford Marsalis and performing at the Hard Rock Café in Las Vegas and
Times Square.

A ROAD LESS TRAVELLED
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A few years into my career, I became interested
in real estate. This was a logical consequence of
owning my office building, home, and other
commercial and investment real estate. By
owning real estate, I developed a working
knowledge of construction and building science
—the physiology of how buildings work.
Building science was fitting given my
background. I remember the event that
stimulated my interest: after having a new roof
installed, I had noticed an intermittent drip of
water. Not wanting to draw inaccurate
conclusions (the roofer was well-respected in
the community and a friend), I asked him to
help me determine the source of the drip. “Do
you see that metal flashing up above?” he asked
as we looked above the ceiling. “The warm,
moist air from the office is hitting it, and
moisture is condensing and dripping down.”
Building science told us that an imperfect air
barrier was the culprit, not an imperfect roof.

I occasionally receive strange looks when my
interests and activities are not totally aligned
with societal expectations. In one instance, the
words from my friend’s social media message
hit me like a slap in the face:

“Your Facebook profile shows
optometry at the bottom of your list....

Those who don’t know you well will
think you are unfocused on your real

profession.”



“Jack of all trades, master of none” refers to a person superficially competent in many areas
rather than proficient in one. Many grew up in an era where learning, polishing, and practicing
one skill was the norm.

But times are changing. Les Brown, a prominent motivational speaker, has stated, “You have to
develop at least three core competencies.” In other words, we don’t have complete control over
our segment of the economy. Some industries that seemed infallible as recently as a decade ago
are becoming obsolete. Having multiple skills and abilities allows one to pivot when necessary.

When I moved my eye care practice into a new facility and later expanded that facility to
accommodate new tenants, I was the project’s general contractor. These experiences taught me
powerful lessons. Later, as general contractor, I put up an 8,600 square foot office building with
two other investors. Blessed with talented and trustworthy subcontractors, I didn’t have to
babysit the job. I could work in my practice and check on the job status at the beginning and
end of each day.
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I couldn’t help but think:

First of all, my patients generally aren’t Facebook friends with me. And I don’t
believe I have any choice in determining the order of attributes on that platform.

Finally, who is to say that I can’t do more than one thing well?
 

Is it the same voice inside of us that tells us that someone with more than one
focus is, therefore, unfocused?



After finishing this build, I was approached by Ashley and Rob—owners of a medical practice—
looking to expand their treatment facility. The building I had recently completed had 3,000
square feet available for lease. However, the vacant suite was barely larger than their present
facility, and at their current rate of growth, I feared we could complete a build-out and find it
obsolete within six months.

I was chairman of our local DDA (Downtown Development Authority, a quasigovernmental
entity that collects tax revenue and uses it to entice economic development). Our DDA had
stimulated economic growth by purchasing vacant commercial land and giving the land away in
exchange for constructing a building on it. Everyone wins: the building owner receives the land
free, and the local municipalities see their property tax revenue increase forever. It really was a
beautiful mechanism for progress and development in the community.

As chairman, I had a fiduciary responsibility to act in the DDA’s best interest. The DDA only had
one vacant lot remaining, and I attempted to interest Ashley and Rob in this property. New
construction was more attractive than rehabbing an old, tired building with outdated
mechanicals and insulation levels from energy codes of decades past. They were enthusiastic
about the opportunity and decided to construct their new facility on the DDA’s last remaining
parcel.
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EXPERIENCE LEADS TO MORE
OPPORTUNITIES



It was an exciting time for them because they
could envision their hard work and practice
growth leading to a brand new facility of their own
design. The layout would be optimal for patient
flow, and the finishes would be entirely their
choice. Further, they could design the facility for
future expansion.

They chose a reputable design-build firm and
obtained architectural renderings. Satisfied with
the footprint and aesthetic, they ordered a
complete set of construction documents.
Unfortunately, when the project was bid, they
realized that the cost exceeded their budget by
more than $1 million. Attempts at downsizing and
value engineering did not help reach their target
cost.

To say they were devastated when they realized
their contractor could not perform within their
budget was an understatement! They had spent
money on construction documents for an office
that would never be built.

Architects are an invaluable resource and an
indispensable part of a design build team. I’ve
learned through experience that architects are
never anxious to start with their second-best
design. They strive to impress you with the
virtually unlimited possibilities of the design
process. That’s their job. And some, unfortunately,
want to design a testament to their own ability. I
believe the problem was the contractor failing to
clearly articulate the budget. But the owners had
asked for a functional new building for their
business, nothing more.
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Knowing that they weren’t likely to reach an agreeable budgetary number with their contractor,
Ashley and Rob asked me to construct their new office. The request was very flattering. I knew
I had to keep things moving for the DDA, and I also wanted to help them as much as possible—
especially since I had recently constructed a building at a cost that was well within their budget.
But they were asking the DDA chairman to get paid to build their facility when the DDA was
providing the land, and I could not imagine a larger conflict of interest.

I relayed all the facts to the DDA. Since I had not actively sought this work, the DDA and its
attorney felt that my involvement was in the best interest of the community and we were
granted permission to move forward.

The savings were immediate. As opposed to starting over with construction drawings, we were
able to hire my engineer to simply modify the structural prints ofmy previous build to suit their
needs for the new construction.

Value engineering is about saving money without compromising function. I have found that
almost every area of the construction process can be value engineered: the layout of the build
on the property, the footprint of the building, the foundation, the framing, the superstructure,
the rooflines, windows, doors, the wall and roof assemblies, the interior layout, all the
mechanicals (plumbing, electrical, heating/cooling) as well as where they are placed, the
modularity of interior wall construction, the ceiling height and layout, and the finishes.
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The initial construction documents proposed
a building design with a footprint shaped like
a cross, with eight outside corners and four
inside corners. By changing the design to a
rectangle and altering the rooflines to add
visual interest, we experienced savings in
materials and labor during every step of the
construction process. As an added bonus, the
final design had a much smaller heating and
cooling load, meaning lower utility bills for
the life of the structure.

We engaged many of the same tradespeople
who had helped with my earlier building.
Additionally, I was able to leverage the time
and talents of two of my real estate partners,
Matt and Doug, to oversee this build, as I had
my own health care practice to run. Other
than some minor challenges with soil quality,
we finished the project on time, during a
pandemic, and saved about $1 million
compared to the first bid.
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Why are societal expectations considered “norms”? Why isn’t it considered normal to follow
where our passions lead? Why do we place limits on ourselves? Should I worry about what
others think if they know that their eye doctor put up that new office building?

I have learned not to dwell on the cognitive dissonance of thoughts such as these. I continue to
enjoy my primary occupation after 20 years of practice growth. I truly enjoy interacting with
and treating some of the most sincere people who need medical eye care or vision care. With
the help of my wife, I started a charity providing eye health care and vision correction to those
with needs but without means. By financial metrics, my practice is thriving.

But dollars are only marks on the scorecard of one’s passion, drive, and skill; they shouldn’t be a
source of motivation. If I were not successful in my primary occupation, I would not have
developed the connections that provided opportunities such as this.

I realized that I was able to help Ashley and Rob solve their construction problem not because
of my own innate abilities, but because others had previously brought value to me. Mitzi, who
serves on the hospital board with me (and was their landlord), referred them to me because she
trusted me to act in their best interest. Ed, my friend and commercial banker, helped me secure
financing early in my career to move my practice to a better location so I could reach my full
potential. Fred, my late friend and architect, taught me much about building design and
construction management. Even more importantly, he taught me that one of the most
important things in life is to help others.
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REFLECTIONS



By leveraging lessons learned from building science, value engineering, and many real estate
development projects, I am able to help other health care providers save money on designing
and building their new facilities. I am frequently asked to lecture on building science topics such
as indoor air quality. And I enjoy donating time and resources toward developing affordable
housing for the homeless population.

Never underestimate your ability to redefine the limits of your comfort zone and accomplish
something remarkable. By looking for opportunities to help others, you can solve problems,
experience incredible personal growth, and change lives.

Dr. Lee Newton is an optometrist and real estate developer. His
experiences have allowed him to help others build, develop, and invest
profitably in commercial real estate.

Dr. Lee Newton maintains a successful optometry practice while
building, developing, and syndicating real estate. He is an expert in
building science, value engineering, indoor air quality, and affordable
housing. Learn about opportunities for connecting and consulting by
emailing Lee@DrLeeNewton.com.
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