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Praise for

Heroes Work Here

“You’re going to want to buckle your seat belt for this ride. Brookdale Senior Living stood at the epicenter of the COVID-19 storm as the world pressed pause to tackle an invisible enemy, and Cindy Baier has done a brilliant job of sharing the story of one company’s amazing journey, including the perspectives of so many leaders who contributed along the way. The story is rich with detail, deeply personal, and offers a powerful and masterful analysis of the importance of preparing for and executing successfully in a crisis. I highly recommend it for all those in, or aspiring to, leadership.”

Jan Babiak, independent corporate director

“Many people talk about servant leadership, but few put it into practice. The Brookdale team has given us an important case study confirming that those who protect and serve accomplish outstanding outcomes. Don’t miss these lessons!”

Cheryl A. Bachelder, author, Dare to Serve: How to Drive Superior Results by Serving Others

“From the very start of this long and arduous COVID pandemic, I have been amazed and heartened by the dedicated response of senior living caregivers in protecting and serving the two million residents who call our communities home. Senior living leaders and their team members have exemplified a heroic spirit of resiliency and compassion, and this book shows how the pandemic changed us all and most importantly how we all must lead in times of crisis to persevere over extreme adversity.”

James Balda, president and CEO, Argentum

“The COVID-19 pandemic constituted the leadership challenge of a generation. Cindy Baier’s book chronicles the impressive response by Brookdale Senior Living with their partners at Vanderbilt University Medical Center. Its examples of everyday heroism movingly demonstrate the power of empathy, dedication, and commitment to a common purpose.”

Daniel Diermeier, Chancellor, Distinguished University Professor of Political Science, College of Arts & Science, and Management, Owen School of Management, Vanderbilt University

“Cindy Baier has written a must-read guide for today’s leaders. Her real-world experience as CEO of Brookdale during the global pandemic is an exceptional example and playbook for executive teams and organizations to model.”

Jonathan Flack, US Family Enterprises leader, PwC LLP

“Superbly reported and written with clarity, Heroes Work Here chronicles the courageous actions taken by Brookdale Senior Living under the bold leadership of its CEO, Cindy Baier, during the COVID-19 pandemic. Their team’s outstanding emergency response undoubtedly saved lives—and you’ll learn how they did it in this important book.”

Robert A. Frist, Jr., CEO, HealthStream

“Heroes Work Here provides a powerful example of the courage required when faced with great uncertainty. In the early days of the global pandemic, not much was known for sure other than the potentially disastrous effect on the seniors served by Brookdale Senior Living. How that challenge was met is characterized by heroic commitment, fierce resolve, and extraordinary teamwork.”

Kathy Green, managing partner, Executive Coaching Connections

“This book takes the idea of ‘caring’ to a whole new level. Brookdale excelled in every vertical as they helped protect America’s seniors—the most vulnerable population—during the COVID-19 pandemic. Cindy’s story is personal, humble, and touching, and the Brookdale team are the truly extraordinary ordinary leaders we needed to help seniors through the crisis.”

Sam Hazen, CEO, HCA Healthcare

“Working with Cindy and Brookdale to ensure the government supported the senior living industry during the pandemic was often 24/7. She was always there to strategize and act on a moment’s notice. The Brookdale organization responded passionately and urgently in this war to help save lives. This is their story!”

Bob Hillis, CEO, Direct Supply

“This book is a must-read for business leaders and their teams across the senior living and aging services field—as well as for leaders in any business that seek a road map for how to turn crisis into opportunity by unleashing creativity and innovation through teamwork. The ‘lessons learned’ shared by Cindy Baier and her colleagues at Brookdale Senior Living are priceless insights into what it means to lead at a time of fear and uncertainty, to inspire in the face of an unimaginable outside threat, and to harness the power of teamwork to accomplish the seemingly impossible.”

Bob Kramer, founder and fellow, Nexus Insights; cofounder and strategic advisor, NIC

“Cindy Baier and her team at Brookdale have been at the forefront of senior housing’s response to COVID-19 and the emergence from the industry’s toughest days.”

Vincent Mellet, Deerfield Management Company

“The care Brookdale has provided in the buildings, including to my own mother-in-law, has been terrific. And the care Brookdale has provided during the pandemic has been exceptional. Heroic. Every positive adjective you can come up with. Thanks and congratulations.”

Governor Mark Parkinson, president and CEO, American Health Care Association and National Center for Assisted Living

“Absolutely brilliant book! I taught Dale Carnegie classes twenty-five years ago on how to weave a narrative between two stories—Cindy has completely mastered that! Her story brought a tear to my eye. I’ve read well over a thousand business books, and Heroes Work Here is an outlier among them. It is so real, so vibrant, and so important for today’s leaders.”

Robert Reiss, CEO, the CEO Forum Group
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Safe Harbor Statement


Certain statements in this publication may constitute forward-looking statements within the meaning of the Private Securities Litigation Reform Act of 1995. These forward-looking statements are subject to various risks and uncertainties and include all statements that are not historical statements of fact and those regarding the intent, belief, or expectations of Brookdale Senior Living Inc. (the Company) and its management. These forward-looking statements are based on certain assumptions and expectations, and the Company can give no assurance that such assumptions or expectations will be attained. Actual results could differ materially from those projected. Factors that could cause events or circumstances to differ from the forward-looking statements include, but are not limited to, the risks detailed from time to time in the Company’s filings with the Securities and Exchange Commission, including those set forth under “Risk Factors” contained in the Company’s Annual Report on Form 10-K and Quarterly Reports on Form 10-Q. Readers are cautioned not to place undue reliance on any of these forward-looking statements, which reflect management’s views as of the date of this publication. The Company cannot guarantee future results and, except as required by law, it expressly disclaims any obligation to release publicly any updates or revisions to any forward-looking statements to reflect any change in the Company’s assumptions or expectations.
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INTRODUCTION


I always enjoyed waking up early, even before the roosters. When someone says the early bird gets the worm, I take that as a personal challenge.


My grandparents owned a farm in central Illinois and gave my parents six acres of their land, so my sister and I grew up among corn and soybean fields with endless rows of glorious green stalks that disappeared into the horizon.


Lisa is my only sibling, a year older than I am. She was the gregarious one, and people were naturally drawn to her magnetic personality. Whereas I, “Cindy,” was a homebody who enjoyed cooking and helping out around the house, Lisa loved the outdoors. During middle school, she joined the track team and became one of the fastest runners in Illinois—second in the state in the eighth grade!


Lisa wore her hair long, often in pigtails, and my mom (a former beautician) styled mine in short cuts. Our dark hair contrasted with the amber waves of hay that we would haul in bales to the horses before school. I remember waking up early every day, wiping the sleep from my eyes before pulling on my cowboy boots and heading out the door to help take care of our small herd of horses.


Farm life was peaceful in the morning. All was quiet while the air was still, and I took pleasure in the wondrous scents ushered in by the rain or the change in seasons. The calm of the morning didn’t last long; the horses quickly stirred from their sleep when they heard me turn on the water from the hose that was connected to a well on the property.


Feeding the horses was an important job. Each hay bale weighed somewhere between forty-five and fifty pounds, and each horse ate fifteen to twenty pounds of hay a day. Every morning, the horses would run toward the gate as it opened. Considering they were around a thousand pounds each, you can imagine the mayhem that ensued as they vied to be the first to eat, shoving their way to the hay we were bringing them. Needless to say, the breakfast routine required a lot of hay, and it was a challenge to separate the bales into flakes so that all the horses could eat at once.


Life was predictable yet strenuous.


I was an imaginative child, constantly reading books that gave me a window into a different world. Many mornings I found myself getting lost in my imagination, thinking about the stars in the sky. The universe seemed so big, and the twinkling stars seemed to beckon with endless possibility, slowly fading with the light of dawn. The night sky above the farm was a canvas where I could get lost in my thoughts and dreams.


The occasional jolt from the hose water connecting to the electric fence zapped me back to reality. Little did I know, I would experience a similar sense of shock as an adult.


I still enjoy waking up early.


One day in mid-January 2020, I started my usual morning routine without a hitch. I was up at 3:00 a.m. to get some exercise before starting my workday. As the president and chief executive officer (CEO) of Brookdale Senior Living, I make it a habit to take off with a bold start. I’ve held the position since early 2018 after serving as the company’s chief financial officer (CFO) for more than two years prior, and every day is a challenge I’m happy to take on.


Since the start of my tenure as CEO, we had implemented several new strategies that resulted in community-specific revenue growth each year. Importantly, we were gaining momentum on our turnaround plan and would soon report that our 2019 net profit had improved by more than $250 million in just one year. Brookdale is a publicly traded company with a mission to serve seniors, and I am honored to be its CEO. In my book, life doesn’t get any better than being able to make a difference in another person’s life every day.


Life as a CEO was always challenging; I had learned that my daily priorities could change quickly. That morning, I read the news and worked through my email to prepare for another day at the helm of an organization overseeing seven-hundred-plus communities and almost eighty home health and hospice agencies and eighty-four outpatient therapy clinics across more than forty states. Nothing struck me as particularly unusual.


But then I talked with former Brookdale board member and my trusted mentor, Jim Seward. I felt a pit forming in my gut as I thought about the possibilities behind what he was saying. I was determined that, whatever lay ahead, we would prevail.


Failure was not an option. This was a lesson I’d learned well in my youth.


*  *  *


Like most of the children in farming communities, we learned a lot at an early age, because farmers are usually looking for extra hands to help during the growing season.


While we had to take care of the horses year round, Lisa and I were tasked with even greater responsibilities during the growing season: first helping in my grandfather’s cornfields and later earning extra cash through backbreaking work as day laborers helping local soybean farmers. We’d hand-weed acres and acres of fields as early as possible in the day before the sun’s rays rendered us useless.


Timing is critical in farming, and during certain seasons, we were prepared for the messy, sweaty, bedraggled affair, the reward of which would be a cheeseburger lunch with fries and a small wad of cash. I never questioned our lifestyle, and if I did, one glimpse of my sister two soybean rows over reminded me that we were in this together. We would compete to see who could finish their row fastest, racing to grab a cool drink of water that waited at the edge of the field.


We didn’t have a choice in helping on the farm, and if we had, we wouldn’t have had it any other way.


In adulthood, I would feel this same sense: we don’t choose our circumstances, but we control our response.


*  *  *


Jim Seward is a trusted mentor of mine. When he speaks, I listen. A conversation with Jim in mid-January 2020 offered an early, important insight into the situation developing in China. It wasn’t broadly reported in the news at that point, but it was unusual enough to give him pause.


I took a moment to process the new information about a novel coronavirus emerging from a wet market in Wuhan, and I tried to discern what he was really telling me. It was too early to know then that we were on the verge of a global disaster.


As he described the events taking place, and I thought about the potential ramifications for our industry, a cold current of electricity moved up my spine. I felt compelled to increase our preparedness. I glanced at the trees just outside my window, their roots holding firmly to the earth. The sight of them reminded me to stay strong and grounded.


It would be several weeks before I would fully understand just how much life was about to change—we wouldn’t have much of a say in the matter.


The good news was I already had experience in absorbing shock, starting from a young age.


*  *  *


Both my parents were only children, so I didn’t grow up with the aunts, uncles, and cousins who make up a traditional extended family. When my grandparents’ health began to fail, they sold the farm and moved to a city not far away. With my parents’ separation and ultimate divorce, we would leave the farm too.


I did everything in my power to make sure I didn’t add to Mom’s troubles. I was a good student and gladly followed the rules.


I missed the short walk up the hill to see Grandma and Grandpa. I also missed my dad; when he moved away, I wouldn’t see him again for the better part of twenty-five years. My small family had become even smaller. I was thirteen years old and grateful for the lessons I had learned from the farm, but life only became harder.


On the day my parents’ separation began, my mom had already arranged a move to a new house in a small town (population 2,750). The plan was for me to wait for her after school so she could give me a new house key. I would walk home from school and wait with Lisa until Mom came home from work.


As I waited, I sensed something was terribly wrong, but I didn’t know what. I did as I was told and waited, shivering in the cool winter air. Soon I would learn the cold reality.


Mom wasn’t coming.


It didn’t take long for my shock to turn to resolve. The same reaction showed up when I first considered the magnitude of the pandemic’s effects within Brookdale’s communities.


*  *  *


During January 2020, thanks to Jim’s early suggestion, I started watching the concerning events going on in China. After an initial review of the facts, I thought the novel coronavirus might have the impact of a bad flu season, and I felt Brookdale was prepared. We knew how to manage the flu. We’d developed strong infection prevention protocols, and while I kept my finger on the pulse, I didn’t anticipate the worst. All of the early cases were in China or seemed to be related to people who had traveled there. Regardless, in January we started reinforcing our strong infection control protocols.


Then, in February, we started to see cases with local transmission in Europe and the United States, including the rapid proliferation of cases at a skilled nursing facility operated by another company in the state of Washington. We started to transform Brookdale in order to help protect those we serve.


By mid-March, Brookdale’s executive team knew that the novel coronavirus, now known as COVID-19, was spreading quickly, no longer limited to isolated outbreaks. We also knew that the population Brookdale serves would be among the most vulnerable to the virus because of age and chronic conditions.


We would get ready to move heaven and earth. Thankfully, my experiences in childhood prepared me for this very thing.


*  *  *


My childhood was over when Mom didn’t come to meet me at school on that fateful day.


After what seemed like hours, one of Mom’s coworkers (she had worked as a bus driver at the time) emerged from inside the school, walked over to me, and told me that my mom had been in a bad car accident.


Mom was in her car alone, driving her forest-green Thunderbird on Highway 150 heading back for her afternoon school bus run. She lost control when she hit a patch of ice, causing her car to spin around and hit a beer truck. The damage to the car was hard to fathom. It was crumpled around her like a crushed can. When the rescue squad arrived at the scene, another of Mom’s friends was in the crew. He recognized her distinctive dark-green car with a white roof and prepared for the worst, convinced that no one could have survived the carnage that he saw.


He had underestimated Mom.


They worked feverishly to extract her from the wreck with the “jaws of life” and rushed her to the hospital. She was as badly mangled as the car she was driving. Thankfully she had been wearing her seat belt, but she suffered major soft tissue damage and a crushed femur. They would need to put her leg back together like a jigsaw puzzle, using rods and pins to hold it together while it healed, her heart stopping twice before she stabilized.


She fought hard for her life and remained in the hospital for weeks, returning home in a wheelchair. We were so grateful when Mom could be carried up the stairs to continue her recovery at home. She was bedridden for months while her leg healed enough to support her weight again, but she was home with her children whom she loved dearly.


My sister was busy with basketball, track, and other activities, and because of our limited resources, I became the primary caregiver for my mom and left my childhood behind virtually overnight. I was involved in all aspects of Mom’s care, including preparing meals, helping her eat, bathing her, and managing her bedpan. Mom was physically and emotionally broken. The combination of her pending divorce and the accident was all too overwhelming. I desperately wanted to make her happy, seeing her so sad and in such pain. I was determined to help her put her life back together.


Unfortunately the accident and divorce had taken a heavy financial toll, and it didn’t look like she would be headed back to work for many months. It’s a sad fact that school bus drivers didn’t make a lot of money even under the best of circumstances.


After Mom recovered from her accident, she worked hard to try to support us with her wages as a bus driver and part-time credit associate at Sears, Roebuck and Co. There simply weren’t enough resources for the family to survive, so I started coming up with solutions to help support us. I was fourteen years old when I got a job as a cook in a nice restaurant near our home. It was a wonderful opportunity—for starters, because I always liked to cook, and moreover, because I was able to order a meal off the menu during every shift.


I am not sure how I was able to get the job at my age. Times were tough, but I knew I was tougher because I was my mother’s daughter. I had to make it work so I could help my family survive. Several months into the job, the manager of the restaurant was shocked to learn my age but kept me on. I had the right skills, showed up on time, and did my best every shift.


Throughout high school, I worked in the restaurant and other odd jobs, including “walking beans” (a form of weed control in soybean fields), detasseling corn, cleaning houses, teaching swimming, and serving as a lifeguard. I was always in motion, doing everything I could to help our family. It was the only way.


I revisited this same sense of duty and service at the start of the pandemic.


*  *  *


Growing up in a small town where you knew all your neighbors, I never expected to find myself in a pivotal role that would ultimately impact the health and well-being of tens of thousands of people during a pandemic. I’ve always seen myself as an ordinary person, but I rose through the ranks of corporate America because of my willingness to work hard and my keen passion for solving the toughest, most challenging problems that lay before me.


Yet the looming public health crisis surrounding COVID-19 was on a level I’d never imagined.


In the early months of 2020, an avalanche was forming. We came to understand that we would have to source supplies that weren’t readily available, put additional protocols in place to help protect against a virus that we had never seen before, and communicate quickly to tens of thousands of associates who would care for the tens of thousands of precious lives we were tasked with helping to protect.


What we didn’t know was how often the situation would shift. Each time, we’d have to do the same things—find available supplies, define protocols, and manage care on the granular level—over and over and over again in hundreds upon hundreds of locations every day.


This was a continuously evolving task no one could have predicted nor prepared for.


When COVID-19 hit the United States, everything changed—and Brookdale had to change as a result. With the good fortune we had experienced in the months prior, we braced for impact and—by the grace of wise counsel, board members, leadership teams, exemplary associates, and incredibly adaptable residents, patients, and loved ones—we helped save lives and weathered the storm.


I’m only one person, but my position was unique: I stood at the center of the largest senior living operator in the country as we experienced the greatest public health crisis in over a hundred years.


Because COVID-19 was truly a novel coronavirus, there were times when it felt like we were wearing blinders. As an organization, we focused on learning quickly and nimbly incorporating new knowledge into our protocols. In hindsight, as they say, we see 20/20.


As it happens, this was a familiar scenario for me early in my life.


*  *  *


I finished high school when I was sixteen years old, and I was excited about college. I was proud to be the first person in my family to attend and believed that a good education would improve my life. At the same time, my family needed me; my grandfather lost his eyesight, and my grandparents needed my help.


I answered the call. Instead of moving away to college, I moved in with my grandparents to help out. This was another intense period in my life. I was taking classes full-time at Illinois State University, working nearly full time, and helping my grandparents at home. My college years were, like my childhood, burdened with inordinate responsibility yet filled with love and gratitude.


At the onset of his blindness, my grandfather’s vision was blurry, but he could see shadows; his world was essentially only light and dark. My grandparents had moved into a two-bedroom apartment, so my grandpa needed help learning to navigate it safely. Grandpa enjoyed listening to the radio, and we found that books on tape were a way to engage him during the day. He loved telling stories and talking about our old life on the farm and was always interested in what was currently happening in our lives. Being together kept his spirits high.


Grandpa needed to have all of his meals prepared for him. Luckily, I loved to cook! He could make his way to the table, and we would explain what was on his plate, describing each position like the hands of a clock: peas and carrots at two o’clock, pork chop at six, potatoes at nine. He also needed help with his medication, especially preparing his insulin shots to manage his diabetes. I became his favorite caregiver, helping him with all of this and more, including grooming and getting dressed, and managing all housekeeping duties for my grandparents.


Grandpa liked to get out of the house, so we would go for walks in the neighborhood; he’d hold my arm on one side and his white cane with a red tip on the other. We’d smell the air and guess whether rain was on the way, which kept him connected to nature. His life was filled with meaning and joy.


So was mine. It was through these experiences that I cultivated a servant’s heart.


I wouldn’t say I would have chosen that path. By the time I graduated high school, I was looking forward to an easier life—that’s why I went to college. I’m not sure that I actually found an easier life, but every step of the way, I found fulfillment. With my college education, I was able to put food on the table and ensure that I would have a roof over my head. Meanwhile, I managed to care for my family, whom I loved and cherished with all my heart.


I wouldn’t have had it any other way.


*  *  *


This book isn’t about me. It’s about a brave team of leaders, colleagues, and heroes surrounding me that went through an extraordinary experience together alongside me. With the oversight of the board and the assistance of the leadership team, I charted the course; and together we weathered the storm and started our journey to a bright future.


It would be hard to overstate the grit and determination demonstrated by my team, which included my mentors and the board and leadership team, along with the tens of thousands of associates who were heroic in helping to save lives during the COVID-19 pandemic by containing illness, mitigating risk, and enriching seniors’ lives as much as possible. Not to mention the tens of thousands of residents and patients who remained steady, adaptable, and resilient throughout.


This is not my story. It is our story: it deserves to be celebrated, and it needs to be told. The Brookdale Senior Living response to the pandemic has been nothing less than extraordinary.


The lessons we learned are universal, and I hope that hearing it told from our insiders’ perspective inspires you. We felt the need to pause and memorialize our experience: we united around a common mission; sought out the best counsel we could find; relied on each associate to bring their best skills to the table; and responded boldly to a once-in-a-century pandemic, ultimately navigating what might have been a cataclysmic event.


We learned that everybody has a role to play—everybody. If each person had not done their part to achieve the mission, we most certainly may not have succeeded.


My goal in writing this book is twofold: One, to recognize and celebrate the achievements of Brookdale’s associates. Our associates, many of whom consider themselves to be “everyday” people, have demonstrated time and again that they are truly the heroes of today. They have helped save lives, comforted those in distress, and transformed the way Brookdale embraces the six dimensions of our residents’ Optimum Life®,1 including the emotional, physical, social, spiritual, intellectual, and purposeful. The last dimension relates to how having purpose provides motivation and improves well-being.


Two, I wanted to highlight the leadership skills and processes that have made an impact on our communities in an effort to inspire and encourage other leaders and businesses facing challenges. The COVID-19 pandemic has affected people and businesses around the country and across the world, albeit in different ways. We have learned to cope with the challenges and the effects of an invisible threat. For some, this is a time of new growth and opportunity.


Through the course of this book, we share insights gleaned from various leaders—including my mentors, board members, and others—and the critical thinking behind these actions. We have clarified early warning signs and notes on teamwork, financial preparedness, strategic communications, and the many leadership lessons we learned along the way. I hope you’ll see that the lessons we learned apply to many other businesses and industries in times of crisis.


Looking back, I can say with confidence and humility that Brookdale’s response was extraordinary.
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PART I


ALL HANDS ON DECK
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CHAPTER 1





Benefiting from the Brilliant Foresight of the Board


Celebrating Leaders Who Prompted Early Action


Brilliance is defined as exceptional clarity. It can be viewed as the ability to shine light on an event before its time. Brilliant leaders are forward thinking, always seeking to stay ahead of both opportunities and threats. In a world more interconnected than ever, with global travel linking our lives together in a complex web of interdependence, modern teams must seek leaders with broad perspectives and keen perceptions to navigate turbulent waters.


Thankfully, in the months before the pandemic reached the United States of America, the brilliant board at Brookdale Senior Living was buoyed by smart leaders (both former and current members) who prompted the senior leadership team to take early action.


Exceptional Insight That Prompted Early Action


Jim Seward was a member of Brookdale’s board from 2008 until October 2019. We missed his leadership but remained grateful for his long-standing service.


Jim had been the chairman of two important committees of the board—both the Investment and Audit Committees, which oversee a wide range of financial matters for the company, including a review of our financial statements before they are released to the public. Because Jim and I worked so closely together when I was CFO from 2015 to 2018, and because one of a CFO’s primary responsibilities is financial reporting, we had built a really strong relationship, and he helped me refine my ability to spot and analyze macroeconomic trends and their potential ramifications. He excelled in grasping trends in the global landscape and understanding their implications on a company level.


Jim became aware of COVID-19 from different public sources before it was discussed widely as a threat, and he made a concerted effort to follow the events occurring in China. In mid-January 2020 he notified me of his concerns with the intent to educate and inform—not in any official capacity but as a friend, colleague, and key mentor.


Influenza is of primary concern in the senior care industry, and Brookdale prepares every year to help mitigate the effects of seasonal flu. A pandemic, however, is a black-swan event—unexpected and unpredictable when it arrives.


Around this time, the “expert” opinion, from both international and domestic institutions, was that the virus posed little to no threat to the United States. The dominant narrative was that the virus originated in a “wet market” and was isolated to that area. Raising a red flag at this time would have been seen as absurd.


Yet the consensus narrative did not add up.






Stay Alert for Unexpected Threats and Unique Opportunities for Your Business.








By mid-January 2020 Jim concluded—fully aware that he could be wrong—that the virus posed a huge risk, particularly to the senior care sector. Nobody could be certain, but he believed that COVID-19 could play out as a large-magnitude, medium-probability event and would need to be addressed. He explained the implications to me and allowed me to exercise my independent judgment to assess the risk early despite the consensus views.


I trusted his keen sensitivity and judgment and immediately began focusing on increasing our preparedness. Jim’s early insight prompted me to take decisive action weeks before the government made any official statements or recommendations.




HERO HIGHLIGHTS FROM JIM SEWARD


Brookdale Senior Living board member from November 2008 to October 2019


SOUNDING THE FIRST ALARM


During times of crisis, ordinary people rise to the occasion to do extraordinary things. I certainly qualify as an ordinary person. I’m not sure my COVID-19 warning with Cindy Baier was extraordinary, but it was early—early enough to go against consensus at the time—and made a positive impact.


Looking back, I would identify three components of leadership—caring, awareness, and independent thinking—that remained at the forefront of our thinking at the time. These core values led Brookdale to take the early action steps upon concluding that significant risk was imminent.


Caring is a central part of the Brookdale philosophy: it is ingrained in the culture at the highest level in its overarching mission to perform with genuine compassion for Brookdale’s residents and at the ground level through the commitment that Brookdale associates make to the residents via thousands of daily acts of kindness.


Awareness can be defined as focusing on the external environment with as little ego, judgment, and bias as possible. It is simply an effort to see things as they are—and not how we want them to be—in other words, getting out of one’s own way.


The third component is independent thinking. Everyone is capable of viewing the news objectively, but it is not always easy, given the pressure to accept “expert” consensus as the safe and comfortable view. Consensus, importantly, may be correct. But it isn’t necessarily the truth. If one is wrong in going with the consensus, it is certainly a safer position because you are in the midst of “expert” company. If one goes against consensus, it is a lonely place, and there is personal risk involved. The ability to cultivate an independent-thinking mindset enables leaders to reach the best conclusion regardless of personal agenda and risk.


Alas, history is replete with famous consensus expert opinions that turned out to be wrong.


I had no certainty my concern was correct, but I had done enough research to know it was more than just a hunch, and that the risk was real. There are many components of leadership, but caring, awareness, and independent thinking were key in the early stages of COVID-19, prompting Brookdale’s leadership to take proactive steps that made a critical difference. These components enabled Brookdale to navigate one of the most challenging crises ever and remain part of Brookdale’s DNA and culture.





No Ordinary Matter


My job as CEO is to run the company. A company’s board of directors is responsible for governance and oversight and, as a rule, helps a CEO look for opportunities and threats.


In other words, the board’s job is to oversee my role and to ensure the corporate leadership team is running the company in a manner that’s consistent with the strategy that the board has approved. That’s standard corporate governance.






Keep Informed of Current Events to Understand Your Operating Environment.








In early 2020, we had an existing operating strategy and budget for the year that the board had approved, but by the middle of March, the pandemic changed virtually everything. Immediately we knew our revenues were at risk and that we needed to incur substantial additional expenses to cover additional labor, personal protective equipment (PPE), supplies, and other essential needs. The budget we had prepared and initially presented to the board in December was no longer applicable, because the fundamental assumptions about the impact of COVID-19 were wrong.


The board is also responsible for making sure the corporate leadership team is adequately addressing quality issues for the residents. Given the extent to which the pandemic could affect the health and well-being of our residents, the board needed to understand the changes that we were making to Brookdale to help keep our residents safe.


In ordinary times, a board has a cadence that is pretty consistent from year to year. Each member knows about how many hours a year they are expected to spend overseeing the company. Prior to the pandemic, all board members would have had a relatively clear idea of how much work was required of them and what they could expect for their service.


Usually a public company board meets together as a full board six or fewer times a year in order to discuss the company’s performance and measure its progress against the strategic objectives it has set. A board also discusses any significant risks to the company and considers possible risk mitigation efforts. Given these responsibilities, it’s vital that board members are routinely scanning the horizon for risks and opportunities and thinking about the impact on a company.


When the pandemic hit, every board member at Brookdale answered the call and performed at an even higher level than what otherwise would have been expected of them in normal times. Some people may envision a position on a corporate board as a luxurious role that requires little effort or sacrifice, but that’s a misconception.


The level of oversight involved when managing more than seven hundred communities, almost eighty home health and hospice agencies, and eighty-four outpatient therapy clinics across forty-plus states is extraordinarily intense and ordinarily happens at a very broad strategic level. But the pandemic was no ordinary matter. Each member’s expertise was called upon in a way that had never happened before. During the most intense part of the pandemic, board members were engaged with Brookdale on a daily basis. Their engagement included activities such as reading and analyzing a daily update from me, having one-on-one conversations with management, or participating in board or committee meetings, which occurred more frequently than in a “normal” year.


Because of the highly specialized skill sets of our board members, they quickly became strategic advisors in various areas of importance to the company-wide effort. In ordinary times, a board generally directs from above, but the pandemic required an all-hands-on-deck approach, which saw the board members directly collaborating with various members of the corporate leadership team.


Relying on a Robust Board of Directors


It’s essential for a CEO to work with the Nominating and Corporate Governance Committee and board as a whole to nominate a slate of potential board members. Ultimately a shareholder vote determines who serves on the board. It is also essential for a CEO to advocate for a robust board of directors with a wide range of backgrounds and perspectives. I believe that the most effective boards have a diverse set of skills and experiences with which to analyze the company from many different perspectives.






Build a Diverse Board of Directors with a Wide Range of Critical Skills.








Early in my tenure as CEO, I recommended to our Nominating and Corporate Governance Committee that we add healthcare and hospitality experience as well as someone with public company CFO experience to our board of directors. During the pandemic, we were grateful that we had such broad experience on our board, as each of our directors would play an important role in monitoring that we were responding appropriately to the public health crisis and that we were taking the steps necessary to help protect Brookdale.


Guy Sansone joined our board in October 2019 and became chairman of the board on January 1, 2020. The chairman of the board has broad responsibilities: he (or she) is the key contact who works most closely with the CEO and all of the other board members and sets the agenda for each board meeting. Guy had spent more than twenty-five years optimizing the performance of healthcare companies, previously serving as the chairman of Alvarez & Marsal’s Healthcare Industry Group. As an experienced veteran working with both healthcare and senior living companies, he had a leadership profile that was the perfect fit to lead our board. His background was incredibly helpful as we thought through the relationship with our landlords and the critically important lease restructurings.




HERO HIGHLIGHTS FROM GUY SANSONE


Joined Brookdale Senior Living Board of Directors October 2019, currently nonexecutive chairman of the board; currently cofounder, chairman, and CEO of H2 Health


VISIONARY LEADERSHIP, PASSIONATE TEAM MEMBERS, AND OPERATIONAL EXCELLENCE


Almost twenty years ago, I was thirty-seven years old when my business partners and I were thrust into what seemed to be the most insurmountable scenario imaginable: We were tasked with saving HealthSouth Corporation from the threat of a Chapter 11 filing that would have destroyed the company altogether in the aftermath of one of the largest corporate fraud scandals in United States history. Almost twenty people from senior management pled guilty and ultimately served time in prison; countless others resigned from guilt or embarrassment from the ordeal.


Our chances of success were bleak, but we had several key advantages: we had the support of passionate employees who maintained a strong belief in the organization, and we had a series of strategic contingency options in the event our plan was derailed by factors beyond our control.


By setting a clear vision, leveraging our employees’ passions, and implementing a flexible restructuring plan that addressed the needs of regulators, the Justice Department, lenders and banks, shareholders, and ultimately our employees, HealthSouth emerged from that process and has thrived for most of the last two decades under the name of Encompass Health.


This experience came to the forefront of my mind during the COVID-19 pandemic, as I had not seen such a confluence of events—visionary leaders, passionate team members rising to the occasion, and strategic insights for optimal operational and financial planning—until I had the fortune to work with the senior leadership team at Brookdale, led by Cindy Baier.


While Brookdale’s challenges were not brought on by unscrupulous actions, the obstacles faced were arguably worse than those faced by HealthSouth, particularly given the storm of events at play: in addition to an unprecedented global pandemic, Brookdale’s communities faced wildfires, tornadoes, ice storms, and other natural disasters.


I hadn’t witnessed this level of passionate leadership, contingency planning, and operational performance in almost twenty years. It was an extraordinary feat by the board, the corporate leadership team, and all associates who kicked into high gear for the health and well-being of the residents and patients across the communities.





Long before the pandemic, I believed strongly that our board should include a physician, given the healthcare focus at Brookdale along with the age and chronic conditions of the residents we serve. Happily, Dr. Jordan Asher joined our board in February 2020, just before the pandemic reached a critical state. He was a key partner who would contribute his valuable medical perspective to the board and at the same time share keen insights as a licensed MD leading the COVID-19 response in his own healthcare system.


Little did we know when we first invited him to join, Jordan and I would be spending a lot of time together on 5:00 a.m. phone calls talking about the threat the pandemic posed and conducting scenario planning around the various situations we might face: How would we respond to the community at large? What happens if a resident gets infected? Could associates use bandanas if masks were unavailable? Was it possible to use goggles for eye protection?


We had typically transferred residents and patients to the hospital when they got sick and required medical supervision, but Jordan was the first to highlight that such a routine solution would likely no longer be an option. He gave us important insights about the state of hospital systems, even before the limitations were visible within the industry.




HERO HIGHLIGHTS FROM JORDAN ASHER, MD, MS


Joined Brookdale Senior Living Board of Directors February 2020; currently chief physician executive and executive vice president, Sentara Healthcare


EMOTIONS FLOWED AND CREATIVITY ABOUNDED


In the face of so much uncertainty at the start of the pandemic, I was here to help in any way I could—as a board member, as a physician (leading Sentara’s COVID-19 response), and as a colleague and friend.


The emotions were overwhelming—so was the fear of the unknown. Yet I was struck by the forthrightness and forethought that Brookdale and its leadership undertook. In the beginning, any and all solutions were laid on the table. Throughout an admittedly nightmarish set of circumstances, the conversations remained creative, productive, and forward thinking.


In the early stages, I heard about other organizations that were sticking their heads in the sand out of fear and denial. Not Brookdale.


We worked through every scenario imaginable. Boldly, we stretched the limits of our thinking. Painstakingly, we considered how the virus might spread. We participated in countless conversations about resource management when supplies were difficult to obtain and family engagement options when restrictions commenced. Creativity abounded—followed by rapid implementation.


We also embraced the human element in our roles as members of the board. We leaned on one another for added support. We opened up and shared our human emotions. On top of addressing the monumental task of helping to protect tens of thousands of residents and associates, we were all dealing with our own COVID-19 situations. I wondered, How would I explain to my kids the severity of the situation? How could I be sure I was doing everything in my power to help protect the lives of the people I was stewarding, as well as my own family and loved ones?


Engaging with my fellow board members through daily conversations aided me in my own situation. A shared burden is lighter than carrying it alone. Being vulnerable as a leader is never easy, but sharing my fears helped. I began to develop even greater strength than I ever imagined by virtue of such heightened collaboration.


Thinking back to the early days of the pandemic brings back so many emotions. The anxiety was palpable, and fear of the unknown was gripping. The greatest challenge for us as leaders was to manage all of these emotions while maintaining clarity of thought. We had to allow ourselves to feel, identify the feelings, and then process them so we could move forward; otherwise, we would have been paralyzed.


Oliver Wendell Holmes once said, “A mind stretched by a new idea never returns to its original shape.” Over the course of the pandemic, we as leaders were tasked with complexities beyond our previous experiences, but this led us to a new appreciation of our own humanity. For me, the pandemic reinforced the notion that I was not alone in my fears.


By embracing our humanness and vulnerability, I believe we reached the next level in our evolution as leaders.





Likewise, Denise Warren brought critical insights about hospital systems: she was not only the chief operating officer of WakeMed Health and Hospitals at that time but also a former public company CFO. Denise understood the need for both mission and margin within our business: she quickly processed the financial implications of the decisions we were making. Having an Audit Committee chair with a skill set in both finance and operations was a blessing.


Jordan and Denise each exercised exceptional judgment, cluing us in to scenarios we hadn’t considered.


Notably, Rita Johnson-Mills brought healthcare experience from the private sector along with experience working with federal and state officials. Rita maintained a strong focus on quality, regularly asking probing questions about management’s plans and helping us think through the challenges that various members of our workforce would face.


Vicki Freed holds a critical role overseeing sales and customer service in the cruise line industry, which experienced the impact of the pandemic very early on. The cruise line industry has many parallels to senior living, because they provide lodging, fine dining experiences, and engaging activities for customers around the clock. The demographics are also very similar between our industries.






Adapt Best Practices from Other Industries to Improve Your Business.








Further, Royal Caribbean—the company Vicki works for—had an exceptional track record in crisis management. Given her special understanding of customer satisfaction and firsthand experience addressing the challenges of COVID-19, Vicki became a key ally as we contemplated troubling scenarios and weighed our options for keeping residents, patients, and associates engaged when our communities were closed to visitors.


We were also lucky to have seasoned board member Frank Bumstead, whose heroic service during the Vietnam War shaped his extraordinary perspective. Throughout our strategic planning sessions, Frank lent precious insights on leadership as the board weighed life-and-death decisions and oversaw the troops on the ground. During the darkest days of the pandemic, Frank shared how he survived the war and how he felt to have his life on the line with enemy soldiers trying to kill him. He explained how he focused on the lives that his actions would save. Frank did what needed to be done. He overcame his fear and returned home safely to his family. Frank’s words of wisdom and hope helped me cultivate deeper personal strength during our harshest trials.


Additionally, Frank spends several hours each morning following current events in order to help his clients manage their investments. He is quick to identify emerging trends and assess their impact. During the pandemic, Frank shared his insights nearly every day and balanced the delivery of tough feedback with words of encouragement. This meant a lot to me on a personal level.


And finally, Lee Wielansky and Marc Bromley each brought a measured understanding of the real estate industry that became vitally important as we prepared for the impact of the global pandemic on our capital structure. Before the pandemic, both Lee and Marc had spent a lot of time working with management as we shifted the ownership structure of the assets in our portfolio to have more of our communities owned by Brookdale and to lease fewer of them.


Owning assets gives the company more strategic flexibility than it has with leased assets. The financial impact of the pandemic meant that we would need to restructure a significant portion of our leased portfolio. Being able to tap into their deep well of real estate knowledge was of enormous advantage as we considered our options. In addition, Lee has a strong historical relationship with representatives of our largest landlord. Accordingly, he was able to provide guidance based on his personal experience. Marc helped me to view our real estate decisions through the lens of an investor, often sharing relevant articles and publications.
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