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This article is the  
sixth in a series on  
Diversity & Inclusion. 

In this article, I speak 
with Michele Holleran, 
Founder, and CEO of 
Holleran, and Melissa 
Andrews, CEO of  
LeadingAge Virginia. 

By Dr. Nancy Koury King
President, Senior Options

Women in Leadership
It will come as no surprise to you to learn that 80% of the  
senior living workforce is female. However, did you know that  
women occupy 70% of the management positions in senior  
living? That’s impressive since, for the U.S. workforce, 56%  
of managers are female.

According to Argentum, a senior living association, despite the senior living 
industry’s achievements in female workforce representation, those gains  
do not extend proportionately to executive leadership roles. In their white  
paper, The Path Forward, Impacting the Future of Senior Living, the company 
writes, “Across the U.S., women hold approximately 16% of executive 
positions, while comprising 49% of the workforce population. In  
senior living, women hold 17.5% of the CEO positions among the  
largest 115 provider companies.” In the LeadingAge Ziegler largest  
200 organizations, 18% of CEO’s are women. This statistic is made more 
compelling by the fact that residents of senior living are predominantly 
female. Indeed, 7 out of 8 senior living residents are women.

Given the workforce’s composition and the clientele,  
what is being done to advance women into the C-Suite? 

In this white paper, I showcase a few examples of organizations working to 
improve women’s representation in executive roles in our field. I interviewed 
Michele Holleran, Founder, and CEO of Holleran, a company that offers 
community engagement research and consulting, and Melissa Andrews, 
CEO of LeadingAge Virginia. A preview of Ziegler’s upcoming Women in 
Senior Living Leadership Forum is highlighted as well. 

http://senioroptions.net
https://leadingage.org/cast/leadingage-and-ziegler-release-latest-lz-200-publication
https://leadingage.org/cast/leadingage-and-ziegler-release-latest-lz-200-publication
https://holleranconsult.com/
https://leadingagevirginia.org/page/Home
https://web.cvent.com/event/af45a812-549f-4de2-8d95-f3cdbc71b536/summary
https://web.cvent.com/event/af45a812-549f-4de2-8d95-f3cdbc71b536/summary


Michele Holleran 
Founder, and CEO  
Holleran
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Five years ago, after noticing that more women were entering the 
C-suite of many LeadingAge members, Michele established the annual 
Holleran Women’s Retreat. At the time, it was a novel event in the 
field of senior living. Michele wanted to create a unique experience 
for C-suite women to share their knowledge and stories in a smaller 
setting. Michele realized that large groups were important, but small 
groups were powerful. Smaller groups have a different feel and context 
to them than large group gatherings. “Smaller is more intimate and 
safer,” she says. 

Michele intended to create a cohort of women who could get together  
year after year and share experiences. Both male and female executives 
recognize that it is lonely at the top. Her retreat provides a forum to 
host  colleagues who are personally and professionally aligned with 
the mission of senior living for women. “It makes you feel connected. 
Sharing with people and having a common experience. And if 
you have colleagues across the country, that’s powerful too.” 
From each retreat, the networks have expanded. People can sit  
together and learn each other’s stories. It held that purpose. 

Sub-groups have coalesced, but they aren’t cliquish. They have a 
shared  experience or situation. For example, the affordable housing 
women like to get together. Others come together over HR issues or 
CEOs who have a board challenge.

“It is a safe place. I just wanted people to have a safe place to share.”  
These are trusted people in our world. The women invited have been 
ones I feel will respect and honor the confidentiality of what is said in 
those meetings. 

How have you created a space where people 
can open up?

We always choose speakers who look at the whole person. For  
example, speakers have focused on creating an environment in the 
field that allows us to speak our truth and hear the truths of others. 
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Source: Argentum & LeadingAge Ziegler 200.
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http://senioroptions.net
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But the real key to building trust is the content Michele has created around 
panels. Panels made up of the retreat participants are both personal and  
professional – those two worlds are conspiring together. “We see these women 
who are so amazingly powerful let their guards down and share real stories 
about their lived experiences. Our hearts are tender when we are there, in a 
beautiful setting with people who are kind and thoughtful. People tell very 
tender stories. That creates a trust I can’t describe.” 

Michele witnessed the power of small groups while being a co-facilitator for 
the Larry Minnix Leadership Academy. Close friendships among many of  
the fellows have formed. And it is noteworthy how many of the fellows have  
advanced their careers through the leadership path it has provided. 

“I believe more women are being offered advancement in the field 
of senior living. More women are now on executive teams. Much of 
the momentum is due to LeadingAge Leadership Academy. It is a 
game-changer for our field.” 

Although not designed specifically for women, the majority of Leadership 
Academy participants have been female. Wendy Green, LeadingAge Vice 
President of Leadership and Engagement, reports, “Each year approximately 
2/3 of our fellows are women, which mirrors our applicant pool.” She adds, 
“Many of our fellows/alums have aspirations to (and DO go on to) become 
CEOs; many others make the purposeful choice to lead from a different seat.” 

Michele notes, “I take it as a very good sign that so many women have been 
enrolled in the Larry Minnix Leadership Academy. I think it shows that these 
women are worth the investment. With male leaders retiring, we see women 
moving into those C-suite positions, which is very encouraging. I think a lot of 
the men in our field are jewels, who very much want women to be successful.” 

One of Michele’s deepest concerns is the silent crisis of burnout – stress has 
taken its toll on female executives. She recently completed a cluster survey for 
LeadingAge women leaders. Michele asked about their personal stress level – 
70% reported it is at an all-time high. Things would be worse had we not had 
that leadership experience. She also asked them about self-care techniques. 
Half of them admitted that they aren’t practicing self-care. And they place a 
priority on well-being for their teams. They are carrying the weight of the world.

Michele reports women leaders are adapting beautifully, gauging when to push 
the pedal to the metal and when to not. She also notes many women leaders 
are looking to the future. “While they keep one foot in the now, they are strategic.  
I hear them asking, what do we need to keep our eye on the ball?” More 
good news from this survey – the majority of women responding said they 
were hopeful about the future of senior living. That’s encouraging. “I think 
that has to do with our camaraderie and webbing that knits us together as a 
field.” Michele’s white paper, The Mental Health Crisis Facing Women in Senior 
Living (see left), is available at https://holleranconsult.com/wp-content/up-
loads/2021/02/holleran_mental_health_crisis_white_paper.01.pdf

How can other 
organizations 
foster women in 
leadership roles?
Michele recommends 
the following to develop 
female leaders:

• Involve women in 
important discussions 
and innovations.

• Be sure there is  
representation from 
the front line – many 
informal female leaders 
on the front line. 

• Make an effort to 
identify those informal 
leaders. It’s not hard  
to pick them out. They 
go the extra mile.  
They have the ear of 
their colleagues. They 
are moral leaders even 
if they don’t have the 
title. 

• Find ways for them 
to get exposure and 
experience.

The Mental Health Crisis Facing Women in Senior Living

By Michele Holleran, MBA, PhD

Stress and anxiety among senior living staffs are at an all-time high, and they are not 

going away anytime soon. A shocking number of women are leaving the workforce due 

to COVID-19, according to the Women in the Workplace report issued by McKinsey and 

Company and Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In Foundation. According to the report, typically 

15% of women contemplate downshifting out of their careers, but as a result of COVID, that 

number has risen to almost 25%. Last September alone, almost 865,000 women over age 20 

dropped out of the workforce. Add this to the current churn rate of almost 42% on average in 

senior living, and the voluntary turnover rate goes through the roof, even at a time of record-

setting unemployment numbers.

In senior living, the silent crisis of burnout and stress has taken its toll on female executives 

and front line workers, who make up nearly 80% of the employee population. Worries at 

work and at home have been exacerbated by the pandemic. With half the school districts 

nationwide now holding remote classes, working mothers (especially those who do not have 

partners to share the load) have had to straddle caregiving at work with caregiving at home. 

On top of these responsibilities, those in the sandwich generation are also caring for frail 

parents who may be vulnerable due to pre-existing conditions and their age to COVID. Some 

have been lost to the pandemic, and there has been little opportunity to properly grieve a 

loved one in their lives. A recent survey conducted by Holleran among female executives in 

senior living suggests that up to 70% of this population are feeling all-time high stress levels. 

Over half of those responding to the survey stated that they have been remiss in practicing 

good personal selfcare techniques during the pandemic. One senior leader shared “It is a very 

difficult time for women in our field right now. We are trying to balance families, parents, staff 

and peers. We are trying to lead our teams through unchartered times.”

Michele Holleran 

Founder and CEO

See  
White Paper

http://senioroptions.net
https://leadingage.org/larry-minnix-leadership-academy
https://holleranconsult.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/holleran_mental_health_crisis_white_paper.01.pdf
https://holleranconsult.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/holleran_mental_health_crisis_white_paper.01.pdf
https://holleranconsult.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/holleran_mental_health_crisis_white_paper.01.pdf
https://holleranconsult.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/holleran_mental_health_crisis_white_paper.01.pdf
http://
https://holleranconsult.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/holleran_mental_health_crisis_white_paper.01.pdf
https://holleranconsult.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/holleran_mental_health_crisis_white_paper.01.pdf
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“For years, we focus on treating everyone the same, but if people 
give an extra effort and are engaged. We ought to be rewarding  
it with plum assignments, mentoring, and leadership training. So 
often we focus on the squeaky wheel, we need to do the opposite. 
Shine the light.”

Michelle adds that our organizations’ boards of directors also need  
more female representation, as they are still largely composed of older 
white males. For boards to be most effective and reflect the communities 
they serve, more female membership, as well as other underrepresented 
minorities, is needed. Compounding the issue is that many organizations 
don’t have term limits and follow the same path traditionally. Michele  
suggests that CEOs and boards become more intentional about who  
they invite. She also recommends screening board members for future 
orientation and critical thinking rather than technical expertise, stating  
that our organizations need more strategic thinking.

Michele Holleran, Ph.D., MBA, 
is the Founder and CEO of  
Holleran, a national research firm 
specializing in resident, employee 
engagement and satisfaction 
studies. She is passionate about 
leadership, having served as the 
first chair and co-facilitator of 
the Larry Minnix LeadingAge 
Leadership Academy. She has 
developed customized leadership 
programs for over 15 LeadingAge 
state affiliates and organizations 
throughout the country. In 
addition, she conceptualized the 
annual Senior Living Women’s 
Leadership Retreat as well as the 
Senior Living Innovator’s Summit 
and the Community Engagement 
Forum. Michele has authored 
dozens of white papers and articles 
about the field of aging. She serves 
on the board of the Center for 
Innovation, which is the parent 
organization of the Green House 
movement. 

LeadingAge Virginia has recently embarked on a  
Women in Leadership initiative and has identified  
a steering committee to oversee it. 

I interviewed Melissa Andrews, CEO of Virginia LeadingAge, to learn 
more about its enhanced focus on female leaders.

What prompted this focus on Women in Leadership? 

“It started in a van with you, me, Libby Bush, and Linda Lateana leaving 
the Holleran Women’s Retreat. We were continuing a conversation that 
began at the retreat around how we could move this opportunity forward. 
We had this amazing experience, but so many others don’t get this  
experience. How could we bring something to our membership in Virginia?”

At the same time, Melissa shared that all-female staff members talked 
about doing something for women in leadership for years. “It kept  
bubbling up. Looking at their histories, they wished they had that 
kind of exposure to experiences like this.” And LeadingAge board 
member Judith Trumbo, CEO of Virginia Mennonite Retirement  
Community, had approached Melissa about how the association could 
help younger women present themselves professionally, not just in  
appearance but in follow up. Judith was interested in how she could  
help in forming such an initiative.

http://senioroptions.net


Melissa Andrews 
CEO of LeadingAge 
Virginia

As in the Larry Minnix Leadership Academy, the LeadingAge Virginia,  
Maryland, and D.C. Leadership Academy is mostly female. The applicants 
and participants are primarily women, which solidified “…that there’s a  
hunger for women in our membership for professional growth.”

Why are women so attracted to the leadership academies? 

Melissa shares what she’s heard from others. “We, if we are in the role of 
wife, mother, family, and work, we rarely have something that’s just 
for us. It’s hard to create a space in your normal life that’s just your 
own. The academy allows you to do that. To have something that’s 
just your own. I think women enjoy that. That message comes across 
and resonates.”

Melissa acknowledges that it can be hard to ask for help, and many young 
women don’t know what mentoring is. “The purpose of this is intentionality. 
Being able to operationalize something that frequently happens by accident. 
You learn so much about your journey while you are learning about  
somebody else’s—stories, crucible moments or stepping stones they share.”

“So many of us have wonderful colleagues, people we trust. However, we’ve 
cultivated these relationships for 20 plus years. It’s transformative. Other 
women don’t have that. Part of the goal is to form relationships, mentor  
and lift people up, give them an outlet and give them a voice. We will know 
more as we meet more together.” 

Why Focus on Women in Leadership? 

Melissa recounts a conversation at one of her board committees. One of the 
men said to another male member, “When are we doing men in leadership?” 
Melissa replied to them, “Men in leadership – that’s the world. That’s how 
it has always been.” Melissa also noted that boards are historically and are 
still generally made up of older white men. “Women in leadership, we can 
put the care packages together, but we can’t sit on the boards.” Melissa has 
observed some progress in this area – boards are beginning to shift their 
composition to include more representation from women. 

Women in Leadership 
Steering Committee
Although in its early stages, the 
LeadingAge Virginia Women in 
Leadership Steering Committee 
has identified four areas of work:

Mentoring 
Finalize the on-boarding toolkit 
that will include a mentoring 
component. The Women in 
Leadership Steering Committee 
would like to share video  
interviews between women 
mentors and mentees to build 
on this.

Deep Dive Education 
Conduct a deep dive session 
focused on the road map to 
develop mentors. Find mentees 
and match them with mentors. 
Cultivate an organizational 
culture that supports leadership 
development.

Online Magazine 
Identify topics and stories  
for an online magazine of 
interest to women’s leadership 
development.

Podcast/Vlog 
Create media that focuses on 
telling our stories and the stories 
of others, including the following: 
What attracted you to the field? 
Why did you remain? What 
were your crucible moments/ 
stepping stones along the way? 
What counsel would you give 
those just starting on their path 
in this field?
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Although it is not always obvious, other remnants of sexism continue to  
exist for women. “We have to lift each other up. It’s about making a 
safe place for everyone. And that’s not always easy.” A question she 
poses for all of us to consider, “Would our caregiving workforce be  
undervalued if men dominated it?” 

What’s next for LeadingAge Virginia? 

Acknowledging that diversity is more than gender representation,  
LeadingAge Virginia has simultaneously launched a Diversity and Inclusion 
initiative. Over a year ago, the board of directors began discussing the need 
for more diversity within its membership, creating safe environments to 
have conversations about racial tensions in society, what inclusion means 
and looks like, and how to build equity amongst all of our members’ team 
members.

Preliminary action steps include creating a series of educational webinars 
to help our members understand how to communicate, plan and develop 
a culture of diversity and inclusion, launching a Diversity Inclusion Cabinet, 
and putting into practice the recommendations of this cabinet.

Melissa sums up the impetus behind both initiatives, “Lead is in our name 
for a reason. If we do not take up this charge now, then when will it be 
taken up? LeadingAge Virginia is committed to our vision of positive aging 
for each Virginian. That vision requires us to examine much of our current 
practices and consider how we can continue to evolve our organizations, 
our cultures, and our field to reflect the world around us truly.”

Coming Soon! Please make sure to watch your inbox for the 
next article – Voices of Diversity

Melissa Andrews has served as the CEO of LeadingAge Virginia since 2016.  
Before joining the LeadingAge Virginia team, she served as the Vice President,  
Board Development & Member Relations at LeadingAge (National). Among 
her other credentials, Melissa received the BoardSource© Certificate of  
Nonprofit Board Education in 2012, and in 2013. She also received The  
Coalition for Leadership in Aging Services’ Certified Aging  Services Professional 
national certification. In addition, Melissa was a class of 2010 LeadingAge 
Larry Minnix Leadership Academy fellow. 

Melissa holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in Art History from Boston College. 
She lives in Richmond, VA, with her husband, daughter, and French and En-
glish Bulldogs. Her “why’s” in life include family and positively impacting the 
aging experience both in Virginia and across the nation.

 

Ziegler, a leading investment 
firm in the senior living and care 
sector, determined that Women’s 
History Month 
in March 2021 
was ideal for 
hosting a  
Women in 
Senior Living Leadership Forum. 
“This year, we need to celebrate 
the accomplishments of the 
women in our field and their 
fierce commitment to our  
country’s frailest and most  
vulnerable people, despite an  
incredibly challenging year.” 
During this invitation-only event, 
women leaders from across the 
country will convene to hear from 
expert speakers and respected 
peers in the sector. There will  
be time also dedicated to 
networking with colleagues 
and sharing insights and stories 
across a variety of topics.  
The event’s theme is “Moving 
Forward Together,” to provide an  
educational, nurturing, and fun 
event for all attendees.  

Moving Forward 
Together

http://senioroptions.net
https://www.ziegler.com/
https://www.ziegler.com/
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