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USING THE CORONAVIRUS CRISIS 
TO SPUR POSITIVE CHANGE 

While some companies in the long 
term care sector have been 
forced to push pre-pandemic 

initiatives to the backburner, one group of 
fearless female leaders is determined not to 
let COVID-19 derail their commitment to their 
goals — namely recruiting more women into 
the senior care and senior living industries, 
and forging a path to help those same 
women continue to rise.

Last month, McKnight’s gathered an 
impressive group of industry experts, made 
up of honorees from the Hall of Honor and 
Rising Star collectives, to lead its 2020 
Women of Distinction roundtable discussion. 

Moderated by Executive Editor James M. 
Berklan and sponsored by PointClickCare, 
the conversation tackled tough and timely 
issues such as the unexpected lessons 
the group has learned throughout the 
coronavirus crisis and how each of the 
participants is prioritizing promoting diversity 
and inclusion (D&I) in their workforces during 
these trying times. 

Vassar Byrd, CEO of Rose Villa Senior 
Living, shared that while the COVID-19 
pandemic had initially halted many of 
her company’s D&I efforts, the murder of 
George Floyd was the catalyst for bringing it 
back to the forefront. 
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“Our residents are very 
engaged,” she said. 
“They’re participating 
in training and listening 
sessions, they have 
independent book 
groups where they’re 
currently reading books 

such as ‘White Fragility.’ and having important 
conversations surrounding it, which is in turn 
helping us to make things like this part of a 
long-term effort and part of our culture in a 
way that will not be affected by staff changes 
or leadership turnover.” 

Ahkira McPherson, RN staff development 
manager at Vi at Lakeside Village, agreed, 
noting that in order to ensure a D&I program’s 
sustainability within a 
company’s foundation, 
it is vital to start at the 
recruitment level.

“We have an open-
door policy when it 
comes to staffing,” she 
said, “meaning we 
welcome every race, every background, 
every sexual orientation. In addition, we 
have implemented cultural competency 
courses as part of our training, which 
has helped to educate our staff on how 
to listen to everyone’s voice, everyone’s 
needs and note what they are bringing to 
the table. It’s helped us to become not just 

a better team, but a better company.” 

This notion of “leading with empathy” was 
a sentiment shared by several others in 
the group, including Cheryl Alden, SVP 
at PointClickCare, who noted that it was 
important to remember “people are coming 
from very different places.” 

“You never know what someone’s situation 
is at home,” she said. “So whether we’re 
dealing with our own employees or our 
clients, we have to do our best to try and 
understand the circumstances they may 
be encountering, 
especially right now. 

HONING A FOCUS
Several participants, 
including Erika Gennari, 
director of marketing 
at Commonwealth 
Senior Living, said they 
have used the forced 
isolation brought on by the pandemic as a 
way to gain a level of clarity into what their 
residents may be feeling. 

“Working remotely has been extremely eye-
opening for me,” she said. “I’m just starved 
for running into someone in the kitchen, 
because I’m not used to being away from 
that community I’m typically surrounded by, 
and I’ve come to realize that’s what many 
of our seniors are feeling when they come 

Gennari

McPherson

Byrd
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to us — that feeling of 
loneliness.” 

“What these last 
several months have 
done is peeled back 
a layer of society to 
reveal that we’re all just 

human beings trying to 
survive,” added Alden, a notion that struck 
a chord with many of the speakers. Debbie 
Meade, CEO of Health Management and 
board chairman of the American Health 
Care Association, revealed that in the 
beginning, all she could focus on was how 
ill-prepared the country was to deal with the 
pandemic, and the anxiety caused by the 
many equipment shortages her company 
was facing. 

“We were literally running around buying 
raincoats for isolation gowns and cow-
delivering gloves to offset deliveries that 
just never came,” she said. “But then after 
the initial shock wore off, I looked around 
and started to see the willingness of staff 
members to step up and take responsibility, 
and put their patients’ needs ahead of their 
own, whether it was by avoiding travel or 
being careful when they went outside, and 
that was truly gratifying to see.”

Byrd said that feeling of “everyone being 
all-in,” is what has propelled her and her 
company forward through these difficult 

times. “We had VPs jumping in to help sew 
masks and if we got our PPE we’d send any 
extra gear we had to our sister facility that 
needed it. The camaraderie has just been 
tremendous.” 

“This time is such a vivid reminder that we’re 
all human and we’re not just doing jobs, 
we’re making sure that other human beings 
are cared for,” added Gennari. “It’s a good 
time to practice empathetic listening and 
care for everyone around us, which most of 
us as women are doing all the time anyway.”

That natural inclination toward the role of 
caregiver or recognizing a path where that 
same “servant heart” comes into play is a 
big part of what entices women to enter the 
industry in the first place, the group noted. 
But it’s also the very 
same reason they’ll be 
the first to leave and 
put their career on 
hold to care for others 
around them. 

“We need to make sure 
that we are connecting 
the same qualities that 
make women so valuable in this industry to 
clearly defined career aspirations,” Alden 
said. “We have to make sure that there are 
networks to support them and that we are 
helping to pave the way and carve out a path 
they can follow and that’s accessible to them.”  

Alden

Meade



5
2020 WOMEN OF DISTINCTION ROUNDTABLE

Gennari said that while she is hopeful that 
the industry will look for solutions to support 
women, especially those who are caring for 
young children at home while simultaneously 
trying to work and forge ahead in their 
career, a recent Washington Post article she 
had read left her wary. “The article basically 
said that this pandemic has the potential to 
set women back one to two decades,” she 
recalled, “because it’s forcing many families 
to choose which parent returns to work and 
which stays home, and nine times out of 10 
that burden is going to fall to the wife.” 

RESPONSIBILITY TO HELP ONE ANOTHER
Maribeth Bersani, COO of Argentum, noted 
that the first step toward innovation and a 
path forward for women is recognizing that 
childcare is not just a women’s issue. 

“It’s bigger than us. 
It’s the CEO, it’s the 
caregiver and everyone 
in between,” she said. 
“We need to be part 
of the movement and 
use all of our collective 
female voices, but we 
need help from our 

support systems and those around us too to 
realize we are all in the same boat and the 
only way to move forward is to work together.” 

McPherson added that an important first step 
would be implementing daycare facilities 

within these senior living communities. 

“There are a lot of single mothers who work 
in this industry,” she said. “They shouldn’t 
have to choose between working and 
caring for their children. And even those 
households with two incomes shouldn’t have 
to be shorted one due to the circumstances 
caused by this pandemic.” 

“We can learn from the trailblazers of prior 
generations,” Bersani said. “We don’t have 
to reinvent everything, but we do have to 
remember it. We’ve gotten to a place where 
some of us have taken things for granted 
and we need to go back and revisit it and 
take another look at that playbook and how 
we got here.” 

Byrd agreed, noting that with leadership 
comes a responsibility to help prepare the 
next generation, and that one way to do this 
is by helping to remove the obstacles that are 
currently prohibiting women from moving up 
to that next level, and being ready to listen 
and provide advice and guidance as needed. 

“I say to my female employees, especially 
those who maybe don’t have complete 
confidence in their ability to be a leader: 
‘Don’t be afraid, just say yes. Put your hand 
up and say the things you’re thinking. Find 
an ally, do whatever it takes, but just don’t be 
quiet, don’t be nice, don’t wait around. Just 
go for it.’” 

Bersani
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