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By Jane Adler

As life begins to hopefully return 
to normal, industry veteran Mary 
Leary has the advantage of per-
spective. She is president and CEO 
at Mather, a non-denominational 
not-for-profit organization based 
in Evanston, Illinois. It provides 
residences and programming for 
older adults, and conducts original 
research on how to improve aging 
services.

Over the course of the pandemic, 
Leary believes the industry has 
learned valuable lessons. And while 
she continues to have faith in the 
industry’s potential, she recognizes 
that seniors housing has changed 
forever. Future success will depend 
on innovative thinking and bold 
leadership. 

Leary is up for the challenge. She 
started her wide-ranging career on 
the for-profit side of seniors housing 
before joining Mather in 2002. She 

understands both the business and 
its mission. 

Also, Leary has deep connections 
to the American Seniors Housing 
Association (ASHA). She worked 
for an apartment developer when 
ASHA was spun off in 1991 from the 
National Multifamily Housing Coun-
cil, where ASHA’s longtime president 
David Schless worked at the time. 

“That’s how I knew David,” she 
says, crediting Schless for helping to 
make the industry what it is today. 

Q&A with Mary Leary, president/CEO, Mather

Mather CEO Mary Leary attributes  
the success of the targeted, not-for-profit  
operator to its financial strength, unique  
joint ventures and thought leadership.

‘We punch  
 above our weight’

The Mather, Tysons, Va., will feature two high-rise towers when complete in 2024. Architectural rendering subject to change.
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Mather and ASHA both mark 
special anniversaries this year: 
Mather its 80th; ASHA its 30th. 
Leary, who has served on ASHA’s 
executive board, sat down for an 
interview to discuss Mather and 
how the growing seniors housing 
industry will be different going 
forward after a difficult year. 

Non-profit, for-profit 
connection
Q: Can you briefly describe the 
Mather organization?

Mary Leary: We are a not-for-profit 
organization whose mission is to 
create ways to age well. We are small 
but are often told we punch above 
our weight. This likely relates to our 
financial strength, industry thought 
leadership and the number of older 
adults served. We have a $650 mil-
lion investment portfolio with less 
than $30 million in third-party debt. 

Mather has four senior living 

residences: The Mather, a life plan 
community in Evanston, Illinois; 
Splendido, a life plan community 
in Tucson, Arizona; and Mather 
Place, a boutique rental community 
in Wilmette, Illinois. We are cur-
rently developing a new life plan 
community, also called The Mather, 
just outside the nation’s capital in 
Tysons, Virginia. 

Because of our good fortune, we 
seek to give back to the industry 
and serve underserved older adults. 
We do this by utilizing a small 
percentage of investments each 
year to pursue strategic innovations 
and initiatives. From a thought 
leadership perspective, we conduct 
applied research through the Mather 
Institute in collaboration with major 
universities, including Northwest-
ern, Cornell and George Wash-
ington. We also serve the middle 
market through community-based 
programs. We have served nearly 

40,000 older adults annually. 
We also conceived of and over-

see Novare, a consortium of best- 
in-class life plan community provid-
ers in non-competing markets, which 
is equivalent to the nation’s third 
largest multisite nonprofit provider. 

Novare means to “make new” in 
Latin, which ties to Mather’s and 
Novare’s focus on innovation. We 
seek to implement next practices. 

Q: How else is Mather unique?
Leary: Among not-for-profit  

organizations, we are unique 
because 50 percent of our portfolio 
consists of for-profit ventures with 
joint venture partners. 

The Tysons project in Virginia and 
our Splendido residence in Tucson 
are both 50/50 partnerships with 
for-profit companies. Westminster 
Capital of Lake Forest, Illinois, is our 
partner in the Tysons project. Splen-
dido is a joint venture with Plaza 

For years we’ve helped investors, lenders, operators and  
developers make informed investment decisions in the  

healthcare and seniors housing industries.  
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Companies in Phoenix. We are the 
general partner for both communities 
and oversee development of the 
Tysons project. We handle the 
management and marketing for both 
communities. Splendido recently 
underwent a 50-unit villa expansion 
that was completed in 2020. 

Q: How would you characterize the 
position of not-for-profit organiza-
tions, especially as more for-profit 
companies develop and open com-
petitive properties? 

Leary: For-profit and not-for-
profit organizations are beginning 
to partner on different types of 
services, but our development 
and operations partnerships with 
for-profit entities is unusual. In 
the past, being a not-for-profit 
was a competitive marketing 
advantage to attract older adults. 
Many communities had a religious 
affiliation which gave them a halo 

effect, a financial advantage due to 
their tax-exempt status, and even 
a marketing advantage because of 
their affinity groups. 

But these advantages have 
eroded as for-profit companies have 
developed strong brands, competi-
tiveness due to economies of scale, 
and by providing more options and 
choices across the continuum. Addi-
tionally, not-for-profit tax exemp-
tions for real estate and sales tax are 
being eliminated in many parts of 
the country. In Illinois, a supreme 
court ruling virtually eliminated 
property tax exemptions for life 
plan communities. 

Mather has conducted third-party 
research in key metro markets and 
found that not-for-profit senior 
living communities no longer have 
a halo effect. Prospects say they 
have as much interest in for-profit 
communities as in nonprofits, and 
sometimes even a preference for a 

for-profit community. It varies by 
market, but the for-profit advantages 
are related to scale and are impact-
ing the not-for-profit market share. 

I would add that not-for-profits 
have traditionally been very col-
laborative. If we continue to work 
together to speed the implementation 
of new ideas, we will have a positive 
impact on the industry. One of my 
goals is to develop communities in 
new markets with a consortium of 
not-for-profit providers, capitalizing 
on the strengths of each provider. 

Q: Do you have concrete plans yet? 
Leary: We’ve had conversations 

within Novare about some possible 
opportunities, but there are no con-
crete plans yet. 

Mather marks 80 years
    Q: How long have you worked at 
Mather? What is your background?

Leary: I joined Mather 19 years 
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ago as CEO and president. Prior 
to that, I served as chief operating 
officer at Classic Residence by Hyatt, 
the company’s senior living division, 
which was renamed Vi Living. 

I originally started working on 
the real estate side for Oxford Devel-
opment, the nation’s second largest 
multifamily developer at the time. 
That’s how I knew Dave Schless 
through the National Multifamily 
Housing Council, which created 
ASHA in 1991. 

I have an undergraduate degree 
in health services administration 
from Cornell University and a 
master’s degree in health policy and 
management from Harvard Univer-
sity. Oxford saw my background 
as complimentary for its entry into 
market-rate seniors housing. 

Q: Why did you switch to the not-for-
profit side of the industry? 

Leary: I had traveled extensively 
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Mary Leary shows the model kitchen at The Mather, Tysons, Va.
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throughout my career and never felt 
I had put down roots in my commu-
nity. I wanted to find a way to give 
back but never had the time. When 
9/11 occurred, I didn’t care if I ever 
got on another plane. 

I received a call from a recruitment 
firm about the opportunity at Mather. 
I had not heard of Mather, but two 
of its communities were two blocks 
from my house in Evanston, Illinois, 

where I had relocated to work for 
Hyatt. Mather was a great fit for 
me. My office is six blocks from my 
house, and I can walk to work. 

Q: Mather marks its 80th anniversary 
this year. Can you tell us a little about 
its founding? How do founding prin-
ciples inform its mission today?

Leary: Alonzo Mather, the 
founder, was an inventor and entre-

preneur who earned his fortune by 
designing a humane animal stock 
car in 1881. He bequeathed his 
fortune in the 1930s to build a home 
for “ladies of refinement from good 
families,” who lost their income 
when their husbands passed away. 
The original Mather Home was one 
of the earliest continuing care retire-
ment communities in the nation. 

Alonzo was as unique as Mather 
is today. He built the 43-story 
Mather Tower, at one time Chicago’s 
tallest building, and he conceived 
of the Peace Bridge between the 
U.S. and Canada. (The international 
bridge connects Buffalo, New York 
to Fort Erie, Ontario, Canada.)

Q: ASHA also marks an anniversary 
this year — its 30th. You’ve been an 
ASHA member since its start in 1991. 
How has ASHA evolved over the years?

Leary: David Schless brought the 
strength of the National Multifam-
ily Housing Council to the senior 
living industry, which was barely an 
industry in 1991. ASHA has helped 
catapult senior living to become an 
investment-grade industry. I was a 
board officer of ASHA in the early 
2000s. I’ve seen the passion among 
staff and members working together 
to advance industry knowledge. 

Whenever I have a question, 
David always picks up the phone 
and gets me what I need. The 
respect that ASHA has garnered 
on Capitol Hill over the years has 
greatly enabled the industry to 
address pandemic-related provider 
concerns. While ASHA’s members 
have predominantly been for-profit 
companies to date, ASHA has 
always been responsive to the needs 
of its not-for-profit members. The 
growth of not-for-profit members 
will further strengthen ASHA and 
benefit the entire industry.

Q: Mather underwent a rebranding  
in 2019. What was the thinking 
behind this change? 

Leary: Our brand and commit-
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ment to aging well has served 
Mather well for many years, but 
we are always seeking to identify 
what’s next. We wanted to ensure 
that our brand resonates with 
changing times and connects with 
consumers. As a result, we updated 
and shortened our name from 
Mather LifeWays to simply Mather. 
Our new tagline is “Be Nextraordi-
nary,” to embody our commitment 
to surpassing the ordinary. Our 
logo looks like it could be Alonzo’s 
signature as a tribute to our rich 
history with a human touch. Our 
brand continues to feature the color 
orange, which symbolizes strength 
and vibrancy. 

Community outreach
Q: Besides its residences, Mather 
offers community programs. Can  
you tell us about those efforts?

Leary: We serve 40,000 older 
adults a year through a variety of 

programs, including online offer-
ings. We operated several neigh-
borhood cafes in Chicago that were 
closed during the pandemic for the 
safety of our customers and staff. 
But we remain deeply committed to 
serving older adults in the Chicago 
area and beyond. 

We felt it was a good time during 
the pandemic to imagine new initia

tives, particularly for disadvantaged 
black and brown adults. We are get-
ting ready to launch a program for 
older adults in disadvantaged black 
communities to help them connect 
through technology. We’ll provide 
access to tablets, help desk support, 
digital education programs and pro-
gramming that we think will appeal 
to older adults. 

–

The Mather, Tysons, Va., features spacious, modern apartments.  
Architectural rendering subject to change.
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We’re also in discussion with a 
leading technology company on 
voice-activated device initiatives. 
We’re working with Northwestern 
University to develop new concepts 
that we hope to implement in the 
next six months. Our goal is to move 
from serving 40,000 to 400,000 older 
adults each year. 

The majority that we serve 
through community-based pro-
grams are in the Chicago area, but 
as we expand our virtual programs, 
we’re attracting people beyond 
Chicago. Last year, we entered an 
innovative partnership with the 
Chautauqua Institution, an arts 
and education organization. We’re 
using its virtual platform to provide 
world-class programs. And we’re 
offering that relationship to other 
senior living providers. 

Q: Mather conducts research through 
the Mather Institute. What is its focus?

Leary: Our research informs 
our work in senior living and 
community-based programming 
and serves as an industry resource 
for research and information on 
wellness, aging, trends in senior 
living and aging services. 

A big initiative is our Age Well 
study (see life plan sidebar on this 
page). We also have a significant 
diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) 
initiative, and the Mather Insti-
tute is supporting that to focus on 
black and brown communities. We 
have several DEI research projects, 
including one with the Univer-
sity of Chicago to explore positive 
conceptions of aging among Latinx 
communities. We have a similar 
project planned with the Univer-
sity of California-Davis to explore 
positive conceptions of aging among 
South Asian adults. 

We have conducted a study on 
avatars to reduce loneliness among 
older adults and the first national 
survey of adult children of residents 
living in life plan communities. The 
findings of the adult children study 

foretold what today’s prospects are 
looking for in a community. 

We are also developing a senior 
living community happiness index 
inspired by Bhutan’s Gross National 
Happiness Index. 

COVID-19 aftermath
Q: How would you characterize 
Mather’s response to the COVID-19 
pandemic? 

Leary: Our COVID-19 response 
went well, all things considered. It’s 
been a tough time for everybody in 
the world. We were very aggressive 
and conservative in our response 
and, looking back, I would say that 
Mather may have sacrificed some 
resident satisfaction in favor of a 
minimal number of cases of COVID. 

I was fortunate to serve on a 
task force with one of the nation’s 
preeminent emergency response and 
mitigation efforts by the city of Evan-
ston. I led the senior living provider 
subgroup, and the level of transpar-
ency and cooperation was amazing. 
We were all in it together learning 
about this black swan event. 

The effort had a profound pos-
itive impact on the low number of 
cases across Evanston as a whole 
and senior living communities. 

We exchanged information with 
bordering towns. Local leaders and 
specialists from across the state 
participated, along with representa-
tives from the Illinois Department 
of Public Health. The department 
helped to support the implementa-
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Life plan residents happy and  
healthy, ongoing study says
While it’s long been thought 
that residents of life plan 
communities are happier and 
healthier than older adults living 
in the wider community, no cred-
ible studies had ever confirmed 
the idea.

So, Mather Institute, along 
with Northwestern Univer-
sity, decided to find out and 
launched the Age Well Study. It 
is a five-year research effort to 
evaluate the impact of living in a 
life plan community on residents’ 
health and well-being. 

The Age Well Study is 
taken annually and com-
pares responses from nearly 
6,000 residents in 122 life plan 
communities to older adults liv-
ing in the wider community.

The third-year results of the 
study were announced in Janu-
ary. Here are brief highlights of 
the study’s findings to date:

■ Year One. Residents of  
life plan communities rated their 

wellness higher on five of six 
dimensions of health and wellness 
compared to other older adults.

■ Year Two. Residents reported 
greater satisfaction with life, more 
physical activity, and increased 
personal connections. They were 
more optimistic and reported 
fewer chronic conditions. 

■ Year Three. The study looked 
at factors associated with happi-
ness and life satisfaction, such as 
personal characteristics, physical 
health and social influences. Extro-
version and agreeableness were 
both associated with greater hap-
piness and life satisfaction. About 
92 percent of respondents were 
highly satisfied with the life plan 
community in which they lived.  

Results of Year 4 of the study, 
which included more questions 
about the pandemic and well-
ness, are being analyzed now. 
The findings are expected to be 
released in mid-January 2022. 

— Jane Adler
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tion of senior living subgroups across the state because 
they found the model to be so successful. 

Q: What lessons have you learned from the COVID-19 
outbreak? 

Leary: From design to operations and marketing, the 
pandemic created a permanent sea change in how our 
communities operate. 

From a communications perspective, we bit the 
bullet and decided to be very transparent on our web-
site about the number of cases and vaccination status 
among residents and staff. It’s not what you would do if 
you were trying to market a community. But it worked 
in our favor. Everyone appreciated the openness. The 
approach didn’t backfire, but rather did the opposite. 

Q: How did you handle vaccinations for the staff?
Leary: Mather did well encouraging employees to 

receive the vaccine. Our vaccination rate was in the low 
80 percent range. We decided, however, to go a step 
further and we mandated the vaccine. So, 100 percent 
of our employees are vaccinated with a few excep-
tions for those who received a medical or religious 
accommodation. 

Q: How was occupancy impacted by the pandemic? 
Leary: We were fortunate to go into 2020 with high 

occupancy rates and wait lists. 
The Mather in Evanston entered 2020 with a status  

of 99 percent occupancy and 100 percent reserved with  
a deposit. It ended 2020 at 99 percent occupancy and 
100 percent reserved with a deposit. 

In Tucson, we opened a 50-unit expansion amid 
the pandemic. We sold 50 percent of the units in 2020, 
which was less than our pro-forma forecast. But activity 
has picked up since early 2021. 

Next steps
Q: What is the status of the Tysons project? 

Leary: We have surpassed 80 percent presales for 
Phase I, which includes 186 apartment homes. We’ve 
begun presales of Phase II, which features 114 homes. 
We are working through a 150-person priority wait list. 

Financing for the $480 million project was slowed 
because lenders were on the sidelines, but now we’re 
moving forward. Our financing will consist of a commer-
cial bank loan for construction, taxable bonds, and spon-
sor equity. We expect the construction loan to close in 
September, and we’ve started rough grading of the site.

We expect Phase I to open in the first quarter of 2024, 
and Phase II in the third quarter of 2024. 

Q: What is the size and price range for units? 
Leary: Apartment homes average about 1,500 square 

feet. We offer a 90 percent refundable entrance fee, 
which is returned to residents within a maximum num-
ber of days whether or not the unit has been reserved  
by a new resident. 

For example, The Mather Tysons has a maximum 
return time for the entrance fee of 180 days. The aver-
age entrance fee at Tysons is $1.5 million, ranging from 
$650,000 to $4.2 million. We offer two healthcare plans, 
type A and type B. The health plan selected determines 
the monthly fee, ranging from $3,660 to $11,820

Q: Were design changes made at the Tysons project 
because of the pandemic?

Leary: Absolutely, we were very fortunate in terms  
of timing to be able to update the design to address  
pandemic concerns before obtaining a guaranteed  
maximum price contract and starting on construction. 

Our HVAC system was redesigned with a UV light 
system with enhanced filtration. An array of UV-C 
lamps that inactivate bacteria and viruses will be 
installed inside ducts at all supply and exhaust air  
handlers. No exhaust air will be recirculated. Every  
elevator has an independent air purification system, 
and there are touch-free design features throughout  
the amenity spaces. 
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In addition to seeking LEED 
certification, we will seek WELL 
Health-Safety certification. 

Q: What else is different about the 
Tysons project?

Leary: We were purposeful to 
design a community to attract a 
diverse group of baby boomers. 
More than 30 percent of depositors 
are non-Caucasian, reflecting the 
diversity of metro Washington, D.C. 
Residents will have backgrounds 
from a variety of cultures, including 
Japanese, Korean, Hispanic, Black, 
South Asian and Chinese. 

Another unique aspect of the Tysons project is that 
we will be operating a lifelong learning center on the 
ground floor of one of the towers. As part of our give-
back to the community, the center will be open to people 
age 50 and above living in Fairfax County. 

We’re excited about how that will engage the com-
munity with Mather residents.

Q: Are you planning more projects?
Leary: We are in the planning 

stages of a couple ground-up life plan 
communities. And we continue to 
explore collaboration and affiliation 
opportunities with providers. 

Q: Since you’ve been in senior living 
going back to your work with Oxford 
and Hyatt, what are your thoughts on 
the evolution of the industry? 

Leary: The combination of the pan-
demic and the arrival of baby boom-
ers has transformed the sales process. 
About 80 percent of leads now come 
from the website. Customers have 

changed dramatically. Before they inquire, they’ve done 
extensive research and come with questions on every 
aspect of who we are, what we do, and what we will 
provide. We and other providers are upping our game. 

Not all senior living communities are attracting baby 
boomers yet, but we are at The Mather Tysons. The baby 
boomers want transparency of communication. They 
want to be engaged. They want to be at the table to dis-
cuss how a community should operate. They want more 
choices and flexibility. Social consciousness is important 
to them. They ask about our DEI policies, sometimes 
during the first tour. 

Q: What else would you like to add?
Leary: Senior living and heathcare are becoming more 

integrated, and that will continue. It will be interesting 
to see where we are in 10 years with big-tech companies 
like Amazon and Google dipping into the healthcare 
market. With the advent of telehealth, communities may 
not need extensive clinic spaces. 

The design of communities will continue to evolve 
post-COVID. We are designing a next-generation life 
plan community. It would be smaller in size, with  
less amenity space and consist of only independent 
living units. 

We envision more partnerships with companies in 
the wider community to provide services to help people 
as needed. The idea is to speed projects to market more 
quickly because they are smaller. That would open more 
opportunities for us in the urban infill locations that  
we prefer. 

We also think this will attract a younger older adult 
who may wish to age in place in their apartment versus 
moving through the continuum of care, which can be 
disruptive. We’re excited to see where this idea will go, 
and what’s next.  ■
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‘We also conceived of and  
oversee Novare, a consortium of 
best- in-class life plan community 
providers in non-competing 
markets, which is equivalent to  
the nation’s third largest multisite 
nonprofit provider. 

‘Novare means to ‘make new’ in 
Latin, which ties to Mather’s and 
Novare’s focus on innovation. We 
seek to implement next practices.’

— Mary Leary
President/CEO

Mather


