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PRAISE FOR A 
CULTURE OF PROMISE





Author and business leader Fee Stubblefield has created both a business model and a life model to encourage common sense for the common good. To read A Culture of Promise is to open one’s mind and heart to a world of compassionate service and quality outcomes for senior living.


—Barbara T. Roberts


Governor of Oregon 1991-1995


Resides at The Springs Living


“Promise not to put me in an old folks’ home.” Keeping that promise and knowing that customers will not put up with the same old practices that led to that plea has inspired Fee Stubblefield on a quest to transform what we offer in senior living. The insights he shares in A Culture of Promise are essential reading for every provider, entrepreneur, and investor in the industry. Read this book both to understand and to deliver on the promises you make as an operator to your customers, your employees, and your capital partners.


—Bob Kramer


Founder and Fellow, Nexus Insights


Cofounder and Strategic Advisor, NIC


A Culture of Promise is a great read for any operator committed to improving their quality of care. Fee has achieved scale with a quality operation. Very few in our sector have done that. He reveals the specific quality and financial measures he focuses on that have led to his success. The book is a template for all who want to provide great care and grow at the same time.


—Mark Parkinson


Governor of Kansas 2009-2011


President & CEO of American Health Care Association (AHCA)


With A Culture of Promise, Fee offers leaders an essential and heartfelt guide to extreme ownership and impact in business. You may see elements of yourself in these pages.


—Kelsey Mellard


Founder and CEO, Sitka


Fee Stubblefield writes about “caring” as one of the main components for success. Having been a friend of, and investor with, Stubblefield for over a dozen years, and having toured his communities by his side, it is obvious that “caring” is not merely something to write in a book or business mission statement. “Caring” is demonstrated face to face. Going through a Springs Living community with Fee is like being on tour with a rock star. Residents approach him from all over the rooms with big smiles on their faces, and he reciprocates with a genuine outpouring of affection. The key to success is not reading this book but living it out on a daily basis.


—Wayne Tatusko, Esquire


Tatusko Law


A Culture of Promise is an innovative and thought-provoking challenge to all long-term care (LTC) providers and policy makers. Fee Stubblefield uniquely defines the issues that consumers and providers face. Demonstrating how even the well-intended can unintentionally contribute to the systemic problems that have been created. Mr. Stubblefield has developed a new paradigm for how our US LTC system can achieve better outcomes for all stakeholders.


This book will force us all to reexamine our philosophies and beliefs about how we do what we do. And open our minds to a different model that balances the needs of all who work, live, and service the LTC ecosystem. This is a must read that you will have a hard time putting down.


—Phil Fogg, Jr.


CEO of Marquis Companies


An important book for anyone who wants to thrive in the later stages of adulthood. Fee’s journey and the culture he has created in his company provide keen insights and direction for people who want to live and age with purpose and direction (not to mention have a little fun along the way). Understanding the natural changes that occur as we age is critical to guiding us all along our own journey.


—Jim Carlson


Retired CEO and President


Oregon Health Care Association


Good leaders provide direction, purpose, culture, and mission for a group or organization to follow. They also share their knowledge, wisdom, and experience with others. Their leadership becomes a calling to serve others. Fee Stubblefield is a dynamic and successful entrepreneur who has risen to his position in the industry through both actions and words. Fee’s thought leadership on culture, alignment, and purpose are clear, specific, and on target in today’s changed senior living landscape.


—Kurt C. Read


Partner, RSF Partners


A Culture of Promise weaves a personal life journey with a thoughtful approach to the business of caring for older adults. Fee’s insights provide food for thought for professionals in the senior housing industry and a helpful perspective for all of us on the aging journey. A timely book as we begin meeting the needs and wants of millions of Baby Boomers.


—Ray Braun


President and CEO


National Investment Center for Seniors Housing and Care (NIC)


Quality and performance metrics are critical to support growth in the rapidly developing industry of caring for older adults—for the residents and staff as well as for those providing capital to the industry. In A Culture of Promise, Stubblefield expertly identifies tangible metrics to measure quality of care, a must-have measurement for navigating operational excellence, resident and staff quality of life and experience, and evolving aspirational goals with practical outcomes. Recognizing company culture and limitations on achievable and realistic growth, Stubblefield provides a thought-provoking book for business leaders to consider as they grow their businesses in the societally important and critical senior care industry.


—Beth Burnham Mace


Former Chief Economist and Director of Research & Analytics


National Investment Center for Senior Housing and Care (NIC)
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DEDICATION


To my grandmothers, Lillian Stubblefield and Esther Short, without whom my life would have taken a different direction.


To my mom, who gave me the fire to do hard things, and to my life partner, Julie, who has pushed me to walk introspectively in the world.


This book is also dedicated to everyone who has helped me along the way, including those who did not make building a company easy, and especially my colleagues who directly care for the families we serve.




 


INTRODUCTION


Some people blaze a path through your life. My grandmother Lillian was one of those people—imprinted on my heart forever. Promise Not to Put Me in an Old Folks’ Home was the title I really wanted for this book. Those were my grandmother’s exact words many years ago. You may have even heard this phrase (or some variation) from your parents or your grandparents, or you may have even thought this for yourself.


For us all, I think living a great, active life for a long time is the goal. Do you have life goals, like having a rewarding job or business where you do well financially and are a part of something bigger than yourself and where you experience meaningful relationships … all to someday grow older and retire? If so, you may find yourself at the end of that great life saying “Promise not to put me in an old folks’ home!”


I don’t want that to happen to me, to my grandmother, or to you, and that is why I wrote this book.


As I worked with the folks at Forbes Books, we finally agreed to call this book A Culture of Promise, not because it’s better for the search algorithms or because the URL was available (though it is and it was), but because it was a promise that started this whole grand adventure. This book will introduce you to a new kind of promise, an aspirational promise, which, ironically, is a promise that cannot be kept. Well, actually, there is one way to fulfill an aspirational promise, but we will cover that later in the book. Aspirational promises always fall short but are a key ingredient in the creation of organizational culture, and organizational culture is the key to success because we work with other people, no matter what business sector we are in. When you have more than one person, you have culture; therefore, as your culture goes, so goes your company. And so, we called this book A Culture of Promise because it’s about an aspirational promise, but it’s also about an industry that has an important and promising future.


The True Story of a Small Company's Quest to Transform the Senior Living Industry, the subtitle of this book, makes me a little uncomfortable. Probably because it could be taken wrongly, as if I believe it is only my company that has been passionate about changing the industry.


I do not believe that.


We are just one of many organizations working to make a difference.


It’s our customers themselves who are demanding change because they will not put up with the same old practices that created that phrase “Promise not to put me in an old folks’ home.” If we listen, we will hear their pleas for quality, dignity, respect, and affordability. As a whole, the senior housing and care industry is reeling after COVID-19. Today, many organizations are dealing with what I call “long COVID-19 business impacts” like workforce issues, quality problems, and cost increases, the most recent being rising interest rates. A lack of capital to expand and invest in our businesses is happening at the same time that over 73 million baby boomers are getting ready to need our services.1 Now is the time for us to have a frank conversation about the relationship between organizational quality and growth and what business we are really in. COVID-19 has taken much from us, but it has also provided a historic opportunity for change. It is my prediction that those organizations, both for profit and not for profit, that are in the real estate business—what I call companies who buy up properties but are not mission focused on caring for the people—will struggle to survive in the great boomer influx into senior housing and care ahead.


If we can restore trust and quality for our customers by working collaboratively to fulfill our industry promises to our workforce, we will be like the rising phoenix and soar to new and high places. Not just financial high places, but places of high quality. Quality must come first for all older adults, whether they need affordable housing and care, are trapped in the no-man’s-land of the middle market, or have the privilege to live in the highest-quality communities. Every older adult should have high quality, but don’t confuse high quality with the physical building or gourmet food; think of high-quality care, support, and love designed for every budget. One of the biggest fears most older adults have is outliving their money. To achieve our societal goals on the care of older adults, we must work with all the stakeholders, governmental regulators, and yes, even politicians. We must look at each resident as someone we love deeply, like my grandmother, just as we would want others to do for us.


Let’s start with that, then build back toward the real estate and financial returns. Let’s be growers of quality who plant orchards of golden apples, not scalers with machines stamping out widgets. Let’s act like guardians of our galaxy and fulfill our promises of quality support and care. Quality support and care does not mean problems won’t happen and that no one will ever fall or die, because they will. Quality is how we deal with those problems when the inevitable happens in someone’s life. And so, I guess I am okay with the punchy subtitle. Hopefully, it will get more people to open this book, because sometimes, to make change, we need to make ourselves and others a little uncomfortable.


The Springs Living, the company I founded in 1996, along with our peers, our partners in capital, insurance, healthcare, and other services, is up to meeting the challenge of the great boom ahead. We are standing on the shoulders, but also the ashes, of many innovative and smart organizations and people who have come before us. Let’s look for guidance in their examples—the successes but especially the failures, where the ghosts of organizations once at the top failed to deliver on their promises. In these pages, I will tell you what has worked for our organization and what I believe will work for any organization. I will also offer my thoughts on the future and how we get there. My hope is that this book is entertaining and informative, but more than that, I hope that I have done justice to a true story. Maybe this book will connect some dots for you, as it has for me, and lead us both to change the world together.


For Those of You with an Entrepreneurial Heart


I always knew I wanted to run my own business. I just didn’t realize the crazy journey that dream would take me on. As a child, I remember floating on an inner tube in the pool at Lehman Hot Springs, the place where I grew up, thinking of all the ways I would improve it someday. It was the family resort my grandfather and grandmother purchased in 1925. I expected to run that business after my grandfather and dad, but fate had a different plan after our family lost everything and went bankrupt in 1988.


I am still surprised by the business I started and now run, The Springs Living, because I didn’t even know senior housing and care could be a business. All I set out to do was solve a problem for someone I loved very much, my grandmother. It turned out that that desire, mixed with skills and experience I developed along the way, strategy, and a lot of help from great people with whom I share similar values, has created something pretty special. Equally, if you have an interest in starting and growing a business or organization, either for profit or not for profit, this is a book you will want to read. Those of you who do not feel “qualified” to start and own a business, but still long to, you will be especially interested in my journey. It’s a true story that will demonstrate what can happen when we follow our heart, our calling, our purpose, or whatever you want to call it. After turning the manuscript in to the editor at Forbes Books, I had a feeling much like I imagined a near-death experience would be. Rereading the book was like the out-of-body experience we hear about when people die. Looking down at the completed manuscript, I wondered where the time had gone and how this story had all happened. But I also feel an excitement about what is next in my future filled with hope and potential.


If you are someone who has parents or grandparents or are planning on being old at some point in your life, you will want to read this—no, you need to read this. The experiences and insights are universal and the perspectives necessary to continue the changes that are happening even now. I believe this book holds concepts that can help any business but will especially help lead the senior housing and care industry into the great boom ahead.




 


CHAPTER 1


It Starts with a Promise




Promises are only as strong as the people who give them.


—Stephen Richards





“Promise not to put me in an old folks’ home,” Lillian said with conviction and intent. Her eyes looked directly at me as if they could see the future.


“Of course, Grandma,” I reassured her.


“I just want to stay in my own home,” she said, the emphasis in her voice pushing the stakes higher.


“I understand,” I said, my pitch falling away as I dug back into my memory of the first time I had heard her plea.


The first time was in 1975. I was ten years old, just old enough for memories to fix in my mind about my first experience of going to a nursing home. Grandma and I climbed into her 1972 white Ford LTD sedan. As she turned the key and as the big Cleveland engine roared to life, she said, “Before we go to the post office, we are going to stop by and see a friend of mine in the nursing home.” I was staying the night at Grandma’s house, as I often did. I loved staying at her house, not just because she had a TV, which we did not have at our house, but because I truly enjoyed being around her and tagging along as she ran the day’s errands.


We drove north, out of Pendleton, Oregon, toward Mission, the little town located on the local reservation. I enjoyed the drive up the Umatilla River and into a part of town I didn’t often go to. She parked the car, and we got out. I followed her up the narrow concrete sidewalk to the nondescript one-story nursing home just outside town. Not finding anyone at the front desk, she turned right down a long linoleum hallway buzzing with fluorescent light. We took another right and went to the end of the hall. The room was dark, and I stopped at the doorway.


The elderly woman’s eyes lit up as we walked into the room. She pointed to a single chair in the corner of the sparsely furnished room, indicating I should sit there. As I watched my grandmother hold the lady’s hand, she cocked her head to the right and began speaking in warm, hushed tones.


As they talked, their mannerisms conveyed understanding and empathy, and the conversation seemed heartfelt and resigned. Even at that young age, I got the feeling that this was the last time they would hold each other’s hands … and they knew it. Eventually, Grandma glanced back at me, indicating it was time to leave, bent and kissed her friend softly on the forehead, and silently walked out of the room, holding out her hand as a gesture for me to follow.


We hadn’t gone but a few steps when she stopped and glanced to her right into another room. She backed up and this time looked back down the hallway in both directions as if looking for something or someone. No one was there. She entered the room. Once again, I waited at the door, but this time she didn’t indicate that I should follow.


On the bed was a scene that would sear into my young memory. Forgotten, a man lay naked, partially in the fetal position, exposed, alone, and seemingly irrelevant. His arms were hugging his worn and aged body, and his dignity, his story, and his name read only “Room 34.” No name or indication of the humanity inside was visible.


This was my first glimpse into the world of long-term care, a nursing home that favored numbers and tasks above dignity, autonomy, and caring for people. Not that the people working there didn’t care; I never believed that to be the case. They were doing their best in a system that society, politics, and bureaucracy created in a very different time in history. A well-intentioned system had evolved more into the warehousing of people society did not consider useful. Maybe a practical decision of the times, it had devolved humanity into numbers, dollars, and boxes to check so that companies could get their payments from the government. It was as if we had hidden the value of our older adults’ humanity. In front of each room, patient, and person was a name forgotten, and it felt wrong.


My grandmother went to the gentleman and gently replaced the sheet and blanket that had fallen on the floor. Tucking him in, like she used to do with me when I was a young boy, she touched his shoulder and whispered words I could not hear. Her brief actions were full of humanity and love even though she did not know this man. In hindsight, I now understand that her actions also communicated an understanding that if this could happen to this man, it could happen to her.


Even today when I remember that moment, I get a lump in my throat and have to hold back a physical reaction that borders on tears. The tears are a mix of sadness and that deep love you feel for those you aren’t able to hold anymore. But I also felt determination, if that can be an emotion. Determination not to let that happen to someone I love or even to myself. The experience burned into me a deep sense of right and wrong, and no matter how well intentioned this nursing home was, it was wrong. It could be, and should be, better. Grandma drove the powerful Ford away from the nursing home like she was escaping her future, and that was the first time I heard her say “Promise not to put me in an old folks’ home.”


The Second Time


The second time I heard Lillian say, “I don’t want to go to an old folks’ home: I just want to stay in my own home” was in the hospital right after she had a heart attack. Twenty years had passed, and now Lillian was in her mid-eighties. Most of us age slowly, and then one day something happens: the body breaks.


A familiar story for many families, ours gathered outside the room to discuss next steps. Moving her to a retirement community was not an option. We ended up taking her home. When she returned from the hospital, she would sit in her old dark-green recliner patterned with textured flowers, in early-1970s style. Recovering from a heart attack was harder on her than the heart attack itself. The doctors ordered her to take it easy, an unseen restraint. She was always fiercely independent, active, and self-reliant, but now her beloved chair had become her prison. The family took turns staying with her, mowing the lawn, shopping, and, of course, trying to manage the many pills her doctors insisted she take.


As my mom, dad, and aunt considered options, I thought about my promises to Lillian, and the roots of our family’s story and the promises woven through it.


Roots of a Promise


“Lax-ayxpa” … I can still hear the throaty pronunciation of the ancient Cayuse word. “Lax-ayxpa,” he repeated. “La WAIF pah,” he pronounced slower so I could understand and repeat. Chief Jesse Jones stood beside the hot stream of mineral water that flowed out of the ground as he waved his outstretched hand, palm down, in a sweeping motion over the sacred ground in front of him. “This is a special place for my people,” he said.


“Lax-ayxpa is what my people called this place. It means ‘hot place,’” he said with the distinctive accent of the local Native Americans I grew up hearing my whole life.


The film crew was just setting up, and Jesse and I had started talking before the mic was live and the camera rolling. The director Maya’s eyes widened—she looked like she had missed the opportunity of a lifetime. This was the first time Jesse had been to Lehman Hot Springs since he was a young man. Now in his late seventies, he had agreed to come to the source and tell the old story of Lax-ayxpa.


The old story began before James Lehman had filed a Donation Land Claim in 1878 and turned Lax-ayxpa into Lehman Hot Springs, a turn-of-the-century wellness resort for Oregon Trail travelers and settlers. It was the story of the place before local ranchers turned the fertile grassland into wheat ground and started running cattle and sheep through the mountains. It was the story before my grandfather, Fancho Stubblefield, who was born on a homestead not far from Lehman in 1898, purchased the resort in 1925 with a dream to make Lehman Hot Springs into a legacy.


Origin Story


Lehman Hot Springs was our family business, a small resort located on five hundred acres, deep in the Blue Mountains near Pendleton, Oregon. I am not sure if the magic it held in my life was because of the physical place itself, a natural hot mineral springs where fifty artesian springs emerge from the ground to fill soaking and swimming pools for visitors under majestic, towering ponderosa pines and tamarack trees, or if it was that our family had lived and worked here for four generations. Most of those generations felt more like we were serving the land than it was serving us. Life was not easy, but we took pride in being able to do hard things.


From where the resort sits halfway up a canyon, the waters flow north down Warm Springs Creek, then Camas Creek, the John Day River, and eventually the Columbia River. Lehman’s mineral water finally meets the Pacific Ocean after an almost five-hundred-mile journey. Long-cooled and mixed with every spring, creek, and river in the Pacific Northwest, its minerals add to the whole and seem insignificant in the world, yet they are not.


At the source, the natural mineral water emerges from the ground at 150 degrees Fahrenheit and flows into the soaking and swimming pools. There, it pauses to entertain, delight, and heal its guests. But, as in all things limited by time, it has to continue its journey by flowing out of the pools and into the basin, which will be its future. The water came from this magical place, and so did I, but like those bubbling hot springs, I also had been swept away from that place and into an uncertain future.
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Modern-day Lehman Hot Springs pools in the early morning.





A Promise for Lillian


Shaking off my memories of the past, I rejoined the urgent, hushed conversation among our family. How were we going to keep our grandma in her own home? Something was stirring inside me. It was like the feeling of an unseen person being in a room with you—a feeling I could not shake off. Something was brewing. That childhood promise had taken root, and although I still had no idea how to fulfill the promise, I had a sixth sense that there was a way. At the moment, there was not much I could do other than agree to fulfill the set of chores assigned and wait.


“We take care of our own” was the family’s theme. Each of us had our duties, and mine was to help with the lawn, errands, and chores. Lillian always loved a great lawn and spent much of her life tending to its care as if it were a dependent child. My mother and aunt would share scheduling and taking her to doctors’ appointments as well as managing her medications and helping with more personal needs like showers. The men would do the handyman stuff and help other family members drive her to the store to shop for groceries. We had a plan, and she would stay in her own home. We all knew this would be a temporary solution.


And we were but one family among literally countless others facing these same difficult choices.




 


CHAPTER 2


Why Make a Promise?




It makes my heart sick when I remember all the good words and the broken promises.


—Chief Joseph





Why did my grandmother say “Promise not to put me in an old folks’ home,” and why does that statement resonate with so many people who wholeheartedly agree? Why didn’t she say “Promise to care for me when I can’t do it for myself” or “I just want to live in a good place surrounded by people who are kind and competent”? Her statement was negative, fear-based, and discriminatory. She was none of those things. Not only was she communicating her opinion of the long-term care industry, she was reflecting the opinion of the general population, and that opinion is still deeply held by many, if not most, older adults.


However, she was also grappling with human nature—her human nature. That realization that we will not live forever and that this world will end. Like when, as little kids on the playground for the first time, our friend pushes us from behind down the slide before we are ready. Maybe it is like that moment of fear before we become resigned to the inevitable?


“Old folks.” No one wants to be an old folk, even if you are a hundred years old, because of what that statement really means. It means that people will treat us like children, our autonomy and dignity fading. Pejoratively, they disregard our contributions because we are closer to the end of our life than the beginning. It means we aren’t an individual, Lillian Stubblefield or Joe Biden, but rather an old person. Her point was that something was missing.


She kept two large magnets, three to four inches long, on a shelf beside her recliner. As a kid, I would play with those magnets while she sat watching Days of Our Lives or General Hospital, popular soap operas of the 1970s and 1980s. I was fascinated by the magnets because I could never get the two positive ends to touch each other. No matter what I tried, one would repel the other, never to touch. Looking back, I think maybe those magnets offer a metaphor for what we have created in our long-term care system. No one wants to move into an old folks’ home. It’s as if we are trying to care for folks with the same two ends of the magnet. They need to go, but they don’t want to—negative and negative.


Yet when I would turn one end of one of the magnets around, the positive end and the negative end would almost slam together to make a strong connection. If you didn’t get your finger out of the way, you might lose a fingernail—it was such a strong attraction. It’s simply a natural principle of electromagnetism. What if the senior living profession could improve by the recognition of this natural principle? Why can’t we add the positive to what is perceived to be a negative phase of life? What if we can figure out how to create and care for people in environments that they want to move into? Like a cold glass of water on a hot day, moving to more supportive living should be a relief to the individual and their family and friends, not the worst moment of their life.
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