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			Praise for Mike Lavallée 
and Seasons Retirement Communities 

			“Mike is one of those exceptional CEOs who is a savvy, successful businessman that, at the same time, leads from the heart. This admirable act of balancing two, often opposing, forces is the hallmark of Mike’s unique approach to leadership.

			A talented storyteller who can engage others in a greater understanding of often complex economic concepts and theories while artfully drawing the listener back to how these factors influence what truly matters most to Mike—his staff and the seniors who choose retirement living as home.

			I highly recommend any leader, whether new to the game or a seasoned executive, to reflect on Mike’s leadership advice. I guarantee you will come away with helpful ideas on how to be even better at what we all strive to do, which is to become the very best leaders we can be.”

			—Cathy Hecimovich 

			CEO, Ontario Retirement Communities Association

			“One thing that experience quickly teaches people who are willing to grow is to recognize the things you don’t know. That first year for Seasons was a challenging one and we learned some important lessons that would immediately change our approach. If we wanted to establish a successful business over the long term, Seasons needed to be much more than a retirement operator. It needed to be a business that built trust so people would bring their loved ones into our communities.

			My first meeting with Michael Lavallée was very refreshing, given how different his perspective was to seniors’ living. I met a man who described the industry with emotion and conviction. He was passionate about his view on what needed to change in the seniors’ housing sector and he taught me that Seasons was not a real estate business but rather a business built on satisfying the emotional and physical needs of our residents and their loved ones. Mike’s values represented the essence of the culture we needed to create.

			Michael became employee number one, and we embarked on a journey of managing our own properties and the results have been nothing short of fantastic. He continues to build a world-class team that emulates his passion and shares the same values of caring and connecting with people. Together they create an incredible culture. This culture is an extension of who Michael strives to be as a person, and we are fortunate to have him lead the team at Seasons.

			—Lou Serafini Jr. 

			CEO, Fengate Asset Management
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			Who someone is today is the sum total of every experience they have had (good or bad) and every decision they have made in the face of those experiences.

			When I considered writing this book, I wanted to use that lens to paint a picture of the lessons I had learned along my career and share some tools that I have developed along the way.

			I am grateful for every single moment that has shaped me as a person. Before I even started my working career, my parents, but especially my mother, imparted the values of humility and caring for others. These values have served me well and are foundational to what this book intends to share. 

			As the CEO of the company that I now lead, I am also thankful for the support and partnership of our board members and of our investor, The Laborers Union of North America Pension Fund. For ten years, they supported the creation of a platform that is the genesis for this book and have given me the privilege to serve as its CEO.

			This project was started in the pre-COVID-19 world we used to know. 

			As an organization that works in the health care industry, I can tell you that the qualities that define great leadership really shine through when faced with the incredible demands of a pandemic of this nature.

			The concepts of Connect, Care, and Change are stronger than ever when lived by leaders who are making decisions and taking actions that will protect our residents and team members from illness. 

			I had the great privilege of seeing team members work tirelessly through months of heightened outbreak isolation protocols, and I had the sad duty of making condolence calls to family members who had lost a loved one in our care due to COVID-19.

			The commitment and caring compassion that our people showed was tested by the reality that they were doing potentially dangerous work and yet they continued on their shared mission every day for our residents and for each other. 

			In addition to being an opportunity for inspiration, the COVID-19 pandemic has forced us all to experience loss and grief on some level. Sadly, like countless others with loved ones living in a nursing home, my mother passed away on May 1, 2020, at a time when travel between countries, provinces, and even cities was prohibited, and I didn’t get a chance to say good bye prior to her passing given the emergency orders at that time.

			My mother was blessed with grace, an easy laugh, and a solid wooden spoon—all of which she was happy to share freely based on what you had done to deserve them. Her wooden spoon was more a symbolic disciplinary tool, but in her hands it was effective enough. Anyone who knew her is the better for it, and I can only hope that someday the same can be said of me.

		

		
			Laying the 
Groundwork

			How I Got Here, and Why This Book

			Sometimes it’s not the big, earth-shattering events that show you your path in life. Sometimes it’s the little things, the quiet things. I remember the day I knew for sure that I had discovered my “calling” in the seniors housing industry.

			As life-changing moments go, it couldn’t have been less dramatic—at least on the surface. I was sitting in on a meeting of the resident council at a nursing home where I was serving as temporary director (a job I was eminently unqualified for). An elderly gentleman with wispy hair and reddish eyes had just been given the floor. He was holding a little notebook in his slightly shaking hand. He looked around the theater room at all the faces in attendance, cleared his throat, and said in a calm, clear voice, “Hello, my name is Elmo. Thank you for inviting me to participate in this council. I’ve been given the role of resident advocate for some of the more independent members of our community …”

			I looked around the room and saw several jaws—belonging chiefly to staff members—literally drop open. Folks were looking at poor Elmo as if he’d just stepped out of an alien spacecraft. Why? Because only weeks earlier, Elmo had been a thorn in the side of the entire service team. He’d been labeled “disruptive,” “unmanageable,” and a “constant drain on staff resources.” Staff had threatened to quit because of him.

			Now here he was, making a positive and respectful contribution to his community.

			“I’ve been talking to some of my fellow residents,” continued Elmo, “and we’ve come up with a list of suggestions that we feel would improve residential life.”

			I felt a rush of tears to my eyes and a tightness in my throat. Elmo had changed. Profoundly. Not because of some new medication. And not because of some new clinical service the staff had provided for him (they had all but given up on him). No, Elmo had changed because of something I had done—I who knew almost nothing about clinical caregiving or mental health practices; I who had a degree in economics and a background in business and technology.

			It was in that moment that my career path lit up for me like Montreal at Christmastime.

			What had I done with Elmo that had enabled him to become happier and more productive? It wasn’t rocket science, and I’ll get to it in just a minute—but before I do that, you might be wondering, How did a tech-oriented entrepreneur end up in charge of a nursing home in the first place?

			Good question. It happened almost completely by accident.

			9/11 Changes Everything

			On Friday, September 8, 2001, three days before an infamous date in world history, I was having the best damn day of my professional career, the kind of day you celebrate with caviar and champagne. My fledgling company, World English Center, had just learned that it had been greenlit for its first round of venture capital funding—$25 million for 25 percent of the company. We’d already built a great prototype product and a pathway to profitability; now we had the money we needed too. So I and my team had every reason to feel fantastic.

			The VC funding hadn’t come a moment too soon. I had spent the previous four years building this company and had burned through all of my personal savings, tapped out my friends and family, and pretty much exhausted the $500,000 we’d raised to get us through our early days. Now we needed the help of the institutional investment community. And we’d received it—from a company called Remington Venture Capital.

			Our business? A dotcom poised to disrupt the language training industry. We were planning to deliver ESL (English as a second language) lessons in a way that had never been done before. Our model was similar to what Rosetta Stone does today—we presented language lessons over the internet and employed voice recognition and a video feedback feature to engage the user. It was an innovative way of delivering content—way ahead of the curve. A major part of our business focus was on the Asian market because that was where we saw the greatest opportunity.

			Our plan wasn’t necessarily to become the biggest and baddest player in the language instruction industry; our plan was to get the business rolling successfully for a few years and then sell it to a larger company and collect a nice paycheck.

			So we got the commitment letter for the funding on Friday, September 8, and we couldn’t have been in higher spirits. And then, literally the next business day—September 11, 2001, we were all driving to work and heard about those devastating events in New York City.

			By Wednesday, September 13, we already had pretty firm indications that our funding was going to be rescinded. There were all kinds of crazy rumors flying around, including that Asia was an incubator for terrorism, and suddenly—literally overnight—no venture capitalist wanted to touch any start-ups focused on Asia. Bam. Money gone. For the next twelve to eighteen months, almost no venture capital investment took place in North America.

			Long story short, we were finished. Just like that. And I was left to decide what to do next. After putting four years into building a start-up company and tapping out my own resources and my friends and family network in the process, I wasn’t about to go down that road again, at least not for a good long while.

			It looked like I was going to have to go to work for a living.

			Ready for the Nursing Home

			I needed a job—an actual job. An opportunity soon arose at a family-owned nursing home business called Jarlette Health Services. They were a pretty entrepreneurial company, and I was a pretty entrepreneurial guy, so we made a good match. They didn’t know the first thing about branding or marketing themselves—most nursing homes don’t—so they brought me onboard to help them with that aspect of the business.

			I worked on their branding for a while and also helped them with their customer service training programs. But they were growing fast and had a lot of goals they wanted to accomplish, so pretty soon it was, “Hey, Mike, we’re going to be building some retirement homes; can you help us with that?” Then, “Hey, Mike, we have a construction project that could use your touch.” One thing after another—and they were all challenging, interesting projects.

			Early in our working relationship, they needed someone to run one of their nursing homes while the normal director was out on maternity leave. And that was how I ended up with the nursing home temp gig.

			From the moment I walked in the door of Leacock Care Centre, I could see that the place was extremely clinically oriented. Here I was, a guy with a business background and zero clinical training, and now I was supposed to be leading a team of nurses and caregivers driven by clinical decision-making in a highly regulated, licensed environment? I immediately found myself … um, challenged by the model.

			In my view, nursing homes are like any other customer service businesses. You have customers that need services, and you have staff that provide services. Simple equation. But one of the first things I noticed about Leacock was that virtually no one was focused on customer service or hospitality. Everyone was all clinical, all the time. The staff members were highly qualified, but they were working so hard to meet the medical and licensing requirements that they seemed to have no bandwidth left over for anything “extra.”

			The epitome of this dynamic was Heather, the clinical director. She was a well-credentialed, highly accomplished professional nurse—excellent at her job, a top-notch clinician, a good decision maker, and not a bad leader in terms of keeping staff on task. Heather’s biggest challenge—the whole staff’s biggest challenge—was a resident named Elmo.

			Elmo, as I mentioned earlier, was very needy and disruptive to the staff’s ability to care for the other residents. He would plunk himself in front of staff’s work spaces and complain loudly and angrily that things were not being done properly. This happened many times a day. No one seemed to know how to manage Elmo or stop him from being such a constant disruption. From a clinical perspective, many of the staff felt he needed to be on some kind of medication to manage his behavior.

			From my perspective, his needs were not clinical. They were of a different nature entirely.

			Elmo’s wife, I learned, lived with him at the home, and she was much frailer and less independent than Elmo was. She had complicated needs. Most of Elmo’s complaints revolved around her care, directly or indirectly. His rants, it turned out, were largely attempts to advocate for her; they were not selfish or irrational in nature (though perhaps his expectations were unrealistic).

			During one of our team meetings, early in my tenure, I said to the staff, “Elmo is our squeaky wheel. Squeaky wheels are good. They help us identify areas of the operation that are not going smoothly, and they challenge us to be better at the customer service parts of our job.”

			“Customer service?” countered the others. “This isn’t a Carnival Cruise line. We’ve tried everything with Elmo. Nothing works. We can’t reason with the guy.”

			“Fine. I’ll tell you what we’ll do, then,” I said. “From now on, Elmo is mine. I’ll take him out of your work space and engage him in a way that allows you guys to do your job.”

			Everyone seemed happy with that plan but dubious that things would change. But anything was better than the current state of affairs.

			And so I went to Elmo and said, “The team would like me to work with you so that they can better deliver on your expectations.” It was a creative interpretation of what they’d said. “So let’s you and I meet every day for a while. Why don’t you come see me after breakfast, and we’ll talk about some of the things that are important to you.”

			So Elmo and I began to meet. Mostly, he would talk and I would listen. What became clear to me from day one was that Elmo was not actually dissatisfied with what the staff was doing or not doing. He was upset because he felt he was failing at doing what he had always done for his wife. They’d been married for sixty years, and now Elmo was no longer able to take care of her the way he wanted. She was slipping away, and so was Elmo’s sense of purpose.

			As our meetings went on, Elmo opened up more and more. He would come to my office in tears every day or two. It wasn’t as if I was his only friend in the world. His children were around, but he didn’t feel he could talk to them about how their mother was declining. He needed a confidant—someone he could talk to honestly. He also needed a sense of purpose.

			One day I said to him, “Elmo, what you’re really good at is being an advocate, so I’m going to give you a job. We have a resident council that meets once a month. You’re one of our more independent residents. There are others who are like you and whose voice is not being heard. I think maybe these folks have some needs and wishes we’re not addressing as well as we could because they haven’t been speaking up. Would you be willing to be an advocate for these people? I want you to come to me with suggestions about things we could improve, and we’ll do our best to implement them.”

			“If you think I can help, I’ll give it a try,” he said.

			So Elmo started canvassing and interviewing his fellow residents. He was no longer “pestering” the staff every day, and when he did speak to them, he did so more respectfully. He was still struggling with the loss of his wife—who did pass away before long—but he had found a sense of purpose beyond simply caring for her. He’d also found a sense of belonging and acceptance in the community in which he lived. Leacock had finally become his home. It was a win for everyone.

			So you can see why watching him speak at that resident council meeting was such a momentous event to me. A small bit of connecting and caring, a little effort to treat him like a valued customer who deserved our best service—instead of like an unwanted pest—was all it had taken to change his life completely.

			I wondered how many other lives could be changed in the same sort of way.

			And that was the day my vision became clear.

			A New Path

			I had a revelation: the nursing home industry had always been great at the clinical stuff but really crappy at hospitality and customer service—and yet customer service is the real differentiator in any care-based business! It struck me that if you could be really good at the customer service stuff—if you could take the excellent clinical part and wrap it in a hospitality sandwich—you could create outstanding value. You could improve people’s lives, and people would be willing to pay more for your services than for publicly funded settings that were strictly clinical in design. My entrepreneurial blood started flowing again.

			I decided I didn’t want to be in the traditional nursing home industry anymore—I didn’t fit in with that clinical-first mentality—but I did still want to serve an elder demographic, because I believed these folks were being underserved in the market.

			And so I started looking at companies in the senior housing sector that were growing. Chartwell seemed to fit the bill. They were involved in a lot of mergers and acquisitions, they had recently done an IPO, and they were in high-growth mode. And so, long story short, I got myself hired by Chartwell, and that was the start of my career in senior housing.

			And it was all because of Elmo and the lesson I had learned by connecting with, and caring for, that one man.

			My first role with Chartwell was as associate vice president. They soon learned I was a good fixer. Whenever something was broken or they acquired a new asset, they’d have me take a look under the hood, and I would find a way to make it work. I was a good people person too. I understood how to mentor those who could be mentored while cutting loose those who could not.

			So after a couple of years, I was promoted to vice president. It was a great role, but I started to realize there were drawbacks to being vice president of a publicly traded company. Doing what you need to do for the long-term good of the company is hard when you’re constantly worried about the returns you’re generating this month and this quarter. It’s always “Eat what you kill” and “What have you done for me lately?” Your hands are tied much of the time. I found myself longing to build something from scratch—in a better way.

			That opportunity finally arose. A pension fund wanted to add some senior housing assets to its portfolio, so it turned to Chartwell because of its experience in that sector. The investors came to me and said, essentially, “Mike, we want to start a new senior housing venture from scratch. Come build us a better mousetrap.” I jumped on the opportunity, and that was how Seasons was born.

			What Is the “Seasons” Way?

			Seasons is a Canadian company that owns and operates thoughtfully designed retirement communities in Ontario and Alberta. I became Seasons employee number one, and the first thing I did was hire employee number two. The first question we asked ourselves was, “How are we going to do this? We don’t want to be just like everybody else. We want to build a better mousetrap, but what does that even look like?”

			And I said, “Everyone does what we do, so it will be our culture that will define us. People are going to provide our services, day in and day out, not you and me. No matter how great our marketing and sales are, people are going to have to deliver on our promises every day. The real estate part is just the envelope through which we deliver our services! Is there a company out there that knows how to build and sustain a great people-first culture?”

			And the answer that came to us was, “Disney does. They’re one of the most valuable brands on the planet. And they do exactly what we do. They take care of people, they serve meals, they clean rooms, they take care of properties. At the end of the day, they’re us. But they do their thing in a magical-mouse sort of way, and we’re going to do ours in a Seasons way.

			“So let’s go to Disney, let’s figure out how they do it—how they hire people, how they train them, how

			
			
			A Fanatical Commitment to Culture: The Three Cs

			
			
			
			
			
			
					Connect. If you’re serious about making people the cornerstone of your business, then you must commit to making relationships a vital part of what you do every day. You must connect, in a heartfelt and personal way, with your customers, your employees, and your fellow management team members. Personal connection is everything. And it can’t be an abstract concept, mouthed in a mission statement. It must be real.

					Care. In our company, we are all about having a servant’s heart. That means caring. But caring is the one aspect of our culture that can’t be taught. It’s what each employee must bring to the job when they’re hired and bring to work with them every day. Caring means caring for each other, for our clients, for our investors, for our image and reputation, and, yes, for the world. People don’t get rich in our business, so the folks we hire need to have a moral compass that always points north and to be on a mission to make the world a better place, one person at a time.

					Change. Our customers are always evolving, and their needs are ever changing. We must be innovators so that we can continually respond to these changes. That means we can’t do our job from a preconceived checklist. We know our customers can vote with their wallets, and so we must constantly compete for their hearts and minds in a dynamic way. In order for us to understand their changing needs and desires, we must always do the first two Cs: Connect and Care.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			The “Why,” the “How,” and the “Who” of This Book

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					asking a coworker what they need or want,

					calling a customer and finding out how they’re doing and what challenges they are facing,

					listening to an employee and asking genuine questions,

					sharing a laugh or a tear with others,

					giving a peer honest feedback,

					looking a customer in the eye and really seeing them,

					showing empathy toward a coworker,

					holding meetings in which all team members’ thoughts are heard,

					and many other examples.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Chapter One

			Authentic Conversations
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			Kendra, a Natural-Born Leader (for Better or Worse)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			What Is an Authentic Conversation?

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Recognize That We Are All Anxiety-Reducing Machines

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Don’t Come Loaded for Bear

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Be Vulnerable and Human

			
			
			
			
			Keep It between Adults

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Build Relationships

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Be Willing to Have the Tough Conversation

			
			
			
			
			
			And, Of Course, LISTEN

			
			But Wait—Before You Go!

			
			
					My colleagues and I use a technique we call the “Millennial Sandwich” when having a conversation with a Millennial employee. (Millennials are the generation that was raised on “everyone gets a trophy for just showing up.” Not their fault at all, but as a result, they tend to be sensitive about negative feedback.) When you want to make a critical observation of someone, sandwich it between two compliments. It works on everyone, not just Millennials!

					Something I learned from marriage: if you’re carrying around stress or anger, find a way to “safely” vent it before attempting a productive conversation. In a marriage, for example, you might tell your spouse, “I just need to blow off some steam about something that happened at work. It’ll just take a few minutes. Then you and I can have a nice dinner together.”

					“I” statements are much less abrasive than “you” statements. Instead of saying, “You’ve really been dropping the ball lately,” try saying something like, “I notice myself feeling less confident about your work lately.” When you hurl an accusation at someone, their defenses shoot up, and their impulse is to argue with you. When you simply report your own experience or feeling, no one can argue with you.

			

			
			
			Chapter Two

			The Art of Listening (Input)
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			A Tale of Poor Listening

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Shift into “Listening Gear”

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Engage

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Question Productively

			
			
					Ask open-ended questions. An open-ended question is one that requires more than a one-word or a yes-or-no response. Open-ended questions stimulate “essay” answers rather than “fill in the blank” answers. They get people talking. Examples of open-ended questions include “What are your ideas about this new policy?” or “What were the best things you did on your vacation?” An open-ended question says, I am giving you space to talk so that I may listen.

					Lead with the positive. When I sat down with my grumpy old men, the first thing I asked them was, “Can you tell me what you like about living here?” I did this not for my own comfort but for theirs. People generally find it easier to offer positive commentary than criticism. Why? Because they know you’ll be more receptive to it. So it’s usually wise to allow people to start on a positive note. If you demonstrate that you can listen thoughtfully to their positive comments, they’ll develop trust in you and feel more comfortable sharing their critical thoughts.

					Keep it personal. Ask people about their lives, their relationships, their dreams, their goals. Listen to their answers and remember them. Every human being has a desire to be known and heard. Be the person people can talk to about themselves, and you will be a friend forever.

			

			
			Respect the Power of Silence

			
			
			
			
			
			Practice Active Listening

			
			
					Be conscious of sending and receiving nonverbal cues. Use alert and attentive body language when someone else is speaking. Sit forward in your seat. Don’t slouch. Make frequent (but not constant) eye contact. Nod. Smile when appropriate. From time to time, mirror the other person’s body language to help them feel more relaxed.

			

			
			
			
					Share your observations. If the other person seems uncomfortable, distracted, or reluctant to speak, share your observation in nonaccusatory way: “I get the sense there’s more you want to say about that,” or “I’m feeling you’re not really comfortable right now. Am I wrong?” Use “I” statements when doing this so you don’t sound accusatory.

					Reframe and restate. At frequent intervals, repeat back what you believe the other person is saying but using your own words. At the end of the conversation, check in with the person and summarize what you think you heard from them.

					Stay present. Keep your focus on the other person. Curtail your inner dialogue. Silence your phone, and turn off any distracting sights and sounds. If you notice yourself “mentally rehearsing” what you’re going to say next, shift gears back to listening mode.

			

			Refrain from Jumping In

			
			
			
			
			Lift Your Anchors

			
			Difficult Listening Situations

			
			
			
			Follow-up: The Magic Sauce

			
			
			But Wait—Before You Go!

			
			
					Listening is not done with the ears only. It is a whole-body, whole-mind experience. The eyes are an essential part of listening. So is the heart.

					Ninety-nine percent of conflicts within an organization can be defused, if not completely resolved, by listening to all the parties involved and making them feel fully heard.

			

			
			Chapter Three

			Connective Communications (Master Your Output)
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			Missed Connections

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Aristotle Was Right

			
			
			
			
					Logos = Agility. By agility, I mean the mental ability to get a good read on situations and to propose effective ways to get things done. Agile leaders can analyze strategies and evaluate facts and risks on the ground. They can incorporate lessons learned in the past and present ideas in a logical and compelling fashion.

					Ethos = Authenticity. Authentic communicators are able to establish personal credibility with their audience. They possess some form of “credentials” relative to the subject matter, and they also speak from the heart, openly and honestly. Authentic communicators speak to dreams, visions, and aspirations. They inspire hope for the future.

					Pathos = Empathy. Empathic communication is based on making an effort to understand the party you are speaking to. It evidences caring, a willingness to see people as people, not just as resources for accomplishing tasks. It is based on relationship building.

			

			
			Agility (logos)

			
			
			
			
			
			Authenticity (ethos)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Empathy (pathos)

			
			
			
			Storytelling, the Master Tool

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Communicate on Many Levels

			
			
			
			Town Halls

			
			
			“Ten at Ten” Huddles

			
			
			Real-Time Feedback

			
			
			
			
			Nonverbal Communications

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			But Wait—Before You Go!

			
			
					The best stories are about challenges that are overcome, conflicts that are resolved, problems that are solved. They are mini hero tales.

					Embed your culture in all of your communications, and it will become engrained in your employees and your customers.

			

			
			Chapter Four

			Be the Connector
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			A “Unite versus Divide” Mentality

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Curiosity

			
			
			
			
			
			Humility

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Trust

			
			
			
			
			Likability

			
			
			
			
			
			Courageous Standard-Bearing

			
			
			
			
			
			Emotional Coolness and Maturity

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			But Wait—Before You Go!

			
			
					Be decisive—After you’ve reached out to everyone on your team and collected their input, synthesize that input and make a firm decision. Move from ambiguity to clarity. Clarity is what connects a team together toward common goals.

					Be accountable—A connective leader never passes the buck or blames others for decisions that don’t work out. Accountability from the top creates trust and safety within teams.

					Celebrate—Go out of your way to celebrate your team members’ successes. Be a relentless cheerleader. Constantly accentuate the positive in your employees and downplay the negative. Lift people up—don’t put them down.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Chapter Five

			The Customer Experience
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			Sam Flies Again

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Customer Service Is Everything

			
			
			
			
			
			Brilliant at the Basics

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Easy and Natural

			
			
			
			
			Like Home

			
			
			
			
			Understand Your Customer

			
			Loss and Fear

			
			
			
			
			
			Purpose

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Culture, Geography, Background

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Measuring Care

			
			
			
					Spending patterns. As in most businesses, our customers can vote with their wallets. They can move out if they’re not happy with the services we are providing. Of course, changes in spending are not as fluid in our industry as they are in, say, the retail business—people don’t move out of residences impulsively or for casual reasons—but still, whenever we see a trend of increasing vacancies, we know there are issues that need addressing.

					Referrals. In a related way, an increase in referrals is a positive sign. Our aim is for our residents to love living at Seasons so much that they tell all their friends to move in. In an ideal scenario, customers make referrals spontaneously because they’re so happy living with us. But we also offer incentives for residents to make referrals. Whenever we notice an increasing need to offer incentives, that means people are not making referrals spontaneously. We try to find out why.

					Complaints. At Seasons, we ask for feedback a lot, and we make it easy for customers to complain. One simple way we track customer satisfaction is to note an increase or decrease in customer complaints. It is impossible to run a 100 percent complaint-free business, of course, so we “expect” a small base number of complaints per month. The vast majority of these are resolved quickly and directly. But whenever we notice a steady increase in complaints—or a rise in the escalation of complaints to higher management levels—we know something is off.

					In our business, complaints cannot always be taken at face value. A certain percentage of our senior population views complaining as an art form. But also, a complaint may mask another issue. Recently, for example, I was sitting in a board meeting with one of our investment partners. He leaned to me and said, “Hey, Mike, I just got a text from a guy we’re doing a pitch to. His mom lives at Seasons, and she just told him the food at her place has ‘gone to hell in a handbasket.’ What do I say to him?”

					Right then and there, I texted the manager of that Seasons site and gave her the woman’s name. The manager promptly texted back, “Actually, as recently as yesterday, that resident said she was very happy with the food. Her weight is being maintained, she’s enjoying the company in the dining room, and she’s enjoying the service. She did mention to me yesterday, however, that her son hasn’t been to see her in a month.”

					I laughed to myself, turned to the board member, and said, “That resident doesn’t have an issue with the food. She’s complaining so her son will engage with her and come visit. She misses him. Tell him to call her more often.”

					Error rates. In addition to tracking complaints, we track error rates as well. If we notice an increase in medication errors, food service errors, billing errors, and so on, we know this indicates a drop in our level of staff engagement. That means care is suffering too.

					Resident council. Another way in which we solicit feedback and take a general “temperature reading” of our residents is the resident council. Participating in the council includes monthly meetings where we talk about issues the residents ask us to address and report on where we are in our course of action. We also invite people to bring up new concerns or needs they might have with any of the departments.

					To show that we take all feedback seriously, we work hard to ensure that past complaints are dealt with in demonstrable ways. The manager conducting the council meeting might say, for instance, “We read the suggestion box and saw that on November 12 a lot of folks complained about the pork chops. The chef is here, and he’s going to talk about that.”

					Then the chef might address the group and say, “We tried a new cut of pork, but our recipe was wrong. I’m so sorry about that. I’m open to suggestions about a better recipe we might try.” We take transparent accountability for what went right and what went wrong.

					It’s important to have a live forum with your customers, because this gives you a much more accurate reading of their attitudes than you can get from a paper survey. Attendance levels at these meetings is another key indicator. If attendance is slipping or if only the same ten or twelve people show up every time, we know we’re about to receive a complaint letter.

					Surveys. We do paper satisfaction surveys too, on a regular basis. Some people are more comfortable reporting dissatisfaction on an anonymous form than in person. We pay particular attention to patterns of response. If we suddenly get an increase in poor ratings for housekeeping, for example, we know there’s an issue with that department.

			

			
			
					Engagement. Engagement in general is a meaningful marker to watch. An engaged customer is a happy customer. If we notice participation levels going down in any area—activities, fitness room usage, meals, social events—we know disengagement is occurring. And that is something we need to address.

					Letters. Perhaps the most powerful way we receive indications of satisfaction or dissatisfaction is through spontaneously written letters. People don’t write letters casually; they do so only when seriously motivated. So when I receive a letter of complaint from a customer or family member, I know this is a matter I need to look into personally and with some urgency.

					On the flip side, after a loved one passes away, I often receive “love letters” from family members. Here’s an excerpt from one such letter: “Mom truly enjoyed her best life when living with you. She spoke so highly of everyone who took care of her. We are immensely grateful she spent her last years there; they were the most valuable time we had with her.”

					A letter like that is pure gold, and I instantly want to share it with the whole team. It is the best possible testimony that our staff people are providing the one thing we can’t force them to provide: caring.

					From the heart.

			

			But Wait—Before You Go!

			
			
					Relational moments ultimately contribute FAR more to the bottom line than transactional moments—even though their effect can’t be measured.

					When great customer service is occurring, everyone looks like they’re enjoying themselves—because they are!

					When you build relationships with customers through caring, meaningful moments, they are MUCH more forgiving of you when you mess up.

			

			 Chapter Six

			Staff Excellence
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			Sales Readiness—The Ultimate Measure of Excellence

			
			Staff Development and Promotion

			
			Advancement Isn’t for Everyone

			
			
			
			
			Taking Talent to the Next Level

			
			
			
			
			
			
			It’s All about Relationships

			
			Between Staff and Residents

			
			
			
			
			
			Between Company and Staff

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			But Wait—Before You Go!

			
			
					If you are fair and consistent with discipline, within a culture of excellence, you’ll end up with a team that does most of your discipline for you. If and when an underperformer joins their department, the team will self-police. They’ll take that person off to the side and say, “If you keep this behavior up, you’re not going to enjoy what’s coming next.”

					When teams struggle, it’s usually because they’re working as individuals. When teams really hit their stride, it’s because they’re working as a team, sharing the success and the pain with one another.

					Storytelling is an essential part of hiring, onboarding, training, and promoting. Always be telling stories that capture the essence of your brand. People internalize stories and remember them long after the instructional stuff has been forgotten.

			

			
			Chapter Seven

			Leadership Excellence
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			Passion in a Toga

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Four Essential Passions

			
			
					passion for brand

					passion for customer

					passion for service

					passion for self

			

			
			
			
			Passion for Brand

			
			
			
			
			
			The Takeaway
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			The Takeaway

			
			
			Passion for Leadership Excellence

			
			
			
			
			
			
			But Wait—Before You Go!

			
			
					Serving on boards is a great way to polish your own leadership excellence and to stay up to speed on changes in your industry.

					The Jack Welsh approach is to lose your bottom 10 percent every year and build the best leadership team possible, and that’s okay. But the top 10 percent are your keepers. You’ve got to give them something they want to stick around for.

					A great leader makes it look easy for those under them to be successful. That’s because a great leader bulldozes the obstacles out of the way and deals with all the problems no one else wants to face.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Chapter Eight

			Why Embracing Change Is Vital
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			The Changing Customer

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Changing External Realities

			
			Industry Changes and Competition

			
			
			
			The Economy and Other Global Forces
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			Holistic Whenever Possible

			
			
			
					In one of our communities, we were pretty good at taking care of high-acuity clients, but we needed to improve our bottom line, so we bought land adjacent to the property and built some townhomes. These are designed for people who still drive a car and cook their own meals. The new units allow us to attract a younger, more independent clientele. But they also double as a feeder system for the main community. When these residents’ needs for services increase, they can just move into the central building.

					The high-tech oven I mentioned earlier allows for kitchen staff to spend less time on noncooking tasks so they can spend more time interacting with residents and creating home-style meals. It also generates a better product, which creates a better dining experience and allows us to market our food service more aggressively—which leads to better customer attraction and retention and a healthier bottom line.

					Because we have relatively fixed inventory and fixed cost structures, we’re always looking for creative ways to generate extra income and offset cost increases. For example, we look for cell phone companies who want to rent space on our rooftops for putting antennas up. We are exploring solar power grids for our roofs. We recently converted all our buildings from incandescent lighting to LEDs. These changes allow us, in some cases, to mitigate rent increases, which in turn improves our relationships with residents.

					In some communities we are looking at creating an in-house grocery delivery service. In this way we can create another revenue stream for ourselves as well as a closer relationship with residents. We’ll also gain the ability to look at independent residents’ dietary habits firsthand. If a client suddenly stops eating, for example, we’ll be alerted to this issue before further medical problems develop. Poor nutrition and hydration can lead to falls and hospitalization. Being involved with a client’s groceries could give us a whole new window into their overall health and well-being.

			

			
			The Changing Employee

			
			
			
			Why Your Business Needs to Grow

			
			
			Employee Growth Is Always Good

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			But Wait—Before You Go!

			
			
					Great processes are important. But obsession with process over results is a measure of a company that is not embracing change.

					Change requires investment. A big reason change often fails is that insufficient investment in the change is made by leadership.

					In most companies, employees become more set in their ways as time goes on, but in a company that repeatedly and successfully embraces change, employees actually become nimbler and more flexible as time goes on.

			

			
			Chapter Nine

			Making Change Happen
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			Charting Change

			
			
			
			
			
			Size Matters

			
			
			
			Being a Change Agent

			
			
			
			
			Innovation Must Be a Constant

			
			
			You Need to Be “Chief Skeptic” Too

			
			
			
			
			
			Chief Vision Officer and Change Evangelist

			
			
			
			
			Resilience Is Essential

			
			
			Effecting Change

			
			
			
			
			Don’t Clone Yourself

			
			
			
			Start—Stop—Continue

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Quantifiable and Measurable

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			But Wait—Before You Go!

			
			
					People only desire to change when they’re in sufficient pain or when they see a promise of something better. Your job as change agent is to sell that promise of something better.

					You can’t solve a problem with the same mindset that created the problem. Bringing in a fresh point of view may be essential.

					Change is risk. Having a good risk management plan in place makes change more palatable.

			

			
			Chapter Ten

			Creating a Culture of Change
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			What Is a Dynamic Culture?

			
			
			
			
			Culture Is What Happens When You’re Not Looking

			
			
			
			
			
			
			A Great Culture Doesn’t Run on Fear

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Creating a Dynamic Culture

			
			“Internal Trade Shows”

			
			
			
			
			
			Engagement and Feedback

			
			
			
			
			Helping Employees Be Successful

			
			Good Onboarding and Training

			
			HEART

			
			
					Hear what the client has to say. Listen to their complaint without interrupting or justifying the staff’s behavior.

					Empathize with the client—say something like, “I can see why you’re feeling upset.” Then …

					Apologize sincerely. Once you’ve said you’re sorry, they can’t carry on complaining, because you’ve acknowledged their bad experience. Then attempt to …

					Resolve the issue by proposing an action step, such as, “Let’s you and I go together to the nursing department and bring this issue up to them.” And finally …

					Thank the person for sharing their concern, because that is how the process—and the company—gets refined and improved.

			

			
			A Shared Cultural Language

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Overcoming Resistance to Change

			
			Identify the Anxiety

			
			
			Root Out Anchored Positions

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Deal with the Energy Vampires

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			But Wait—Before You Go!

			
					Here are a few more thoughts about creating a dynamic culture:

					A great culture must be based on a handful of simple but powerful ideas that everyone gets and can rally behind. If it takes you a page and a half to define your culture, it’s too complicated.

					Signs of a great culture: laughter, camaraderie, teamwork, people being valued, a shared dream, good ethics, mutual respect, orderliness, show readiness. Signs of a poor culture: blame, authority as a main management tool, complaining, backbiting, risk aversity, low energy, messiness.

					A strong culture can propel you forward, but it can also hold you back—if it is mired in ideas from the past. Blockbuster Video seemed to have a strong culture, but it was married to the idea of brick-and-mortar video stores. Netflix ate it for lunch. Change must be engrained in the culture.

					Change can’t happen without the other two Cs. If you don’t Connect with people and Care about them, you can’t possibly know what they want or need, so you can’t effect Change within them or around them. Change is inseparable from Connecting and Caring.
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