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Navigating the shifting
landscape of health care

As a critical merger approaches,
she worries too about the health
of health care workers

By KATHRYN REED
The North Bay Business Journal

believes comprehensive, quality health care
shouldn’t be reserved for those whose wallets
are the fattest.

“I'mso passionate about health equity,” the 45-year-
old said. “Everyone should have aright to access high
quality care. We need to find a way to provide that.”

OLE Health is the only nonprofit health center
in Napa County. OLE has seven clinics in Napa and
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Besides working on equitable health care, Hardy
is cognizant health care workers are enduring “mul-
tiyear pandemic fatigue” that has led many of them
to leave the profession.
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Alicia Hardy assumed the role of interim CEO in January 2018.

to mobilize different levels of health care workers,”
Hardy said. This means a community health clinic
might be less reliant on having physicians on staff,
but could instead have mid-levels. Staffing shortages
are affecting medical facilities throughout the nation,
notjustlocally. “We need to be strategic with the time
and resources we have. This is more of a long-term
strategy. It’s bigger than the pandemic.”

The following Q&A has been edited for clarity and
space.

AS OF JULY 1 OLE HEALTH AND COMMUNICARE
HEALTH CENTERS WILL BECOME ONE ENTITY.
WHY MERGE WITH THE DAVIS-BASED ENTITY?
CommuniCare and OLE have very similar DNA,

making organizations vital community partners. We
provide similar services, we share acommon mission,
and we are both deeply rooted in our communities.
As the health care landscape continues to shift,
uniting as one entity is a strategic step that better

VICTOR SAMUEL

positions both organizations to meet the new chal-
lenges that lie ahead. Part of the decision is about
financial sustainability, but it is also about elevating
the position of the organization to better advocate for
resources and policy changes that will improve our
delivery system overall.

OLE AND COMMUNICARE BOTH CELEBRATED 50-
YEAR ANNIVERSARIES IN 2022. WHAT DO YOU
ATTRIBUTE THE LONGEVITY TO?

Our longevity is a result of the deep connection
we have to our patients, to our employees, and to
our communities, as well as the generous support of
donors and funders over the years.

Each year the need for services only continues to
grow and the commitment of our staff and our teams
to meet this need is an important part of our ability
to sustain our respective organizations.

See CEO page 9
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THE MERGER MEANS THE NEW
ENTITY WILL HAVE 17 SITES
SERVING MORE THAN 71,000
PATIENTS ACROSS NAPA, SOLANO
AND YOLO COUNTIES. HOW DO YOU
ANTICIPATE YOUR JOB AS CEO WILL
CHANGE GOING FORWARD?

When we expanded into Solano
County, the primary shift was building
new relationships in the county and
understanding the differences in the
landscape and unique needs of the
community.

I anticipate that the merger with
Yolo will feel similar, developing rela-
tionships with local government and
other stakeholders. The difference will
be new relationships with everyone on
the CommuniCareside, integrating our
teams and our cultures and creating a
shared vision for the future.

I also expect to spend more time
personally visiting each of the sites
and investingin broad communication
to ensure that we are all on the same
page and moving in the same direction.

WHAT ASPECT ABOUT YOUR
INDUSTRY KEEPS YOU UP AT NIGHT?

So many, but if I had to choose,
I would say the gaps in our health
care system and the well being of our
workforce.

Thereisnotenough accessto special-
ty care. There is not enough insurance
coverage for everything our patients
need. The system is confusing and diffi-
culttonavigate, and the administrative
burden is heavy.

We do everything we can to help,
including offering care coordination
and eligibility and enrollment assis-
tance, but for our patients the barriers
are many.

I (also) worry about supporting the
mental health and well-being of our
care teams and the constant pressure of
offering that support when we work in
a high-pressure, high-volume system.

Over 25% of the health care work-
force hasleftsince the pandemicbegan,
and that just leaves those still working
with an even greater burden of care.It’s
achallenge because the people who are
still here have to carry the extra burden
and the demand has not slowed. There
arefewer people goinginto theindustry.

WHAT IS YOUR APPROACH TO
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Alicia Hardy, CEO of OLE Health in Napa, with Rep. Mike Thompson, D-Napa, at a charity bike

ride.

MAKING TOUGH AND IMPORTANT
BUSINESS DECISIONS?

I depend on data, my team, and key
advisers. I always use the framework
of how the decision in question could
impact our patients, our workforce, or
our community.

Health care is constantly changing
and there are many unknowns, so I
approach decisions with a relatively
high tolerance for risk and make the
best decisionIcan with the information
I have at the time.

WHAT LESSON DID YOU LEARN
EARLY IN YOUR CAREER THAT YOU
NOW RECOGNIZE AS AN IMPORTANT
ONE?

The most important lesson Ilearned
was to embrace change and to under-

stand that helping people navigate
the discomfort of change is a critical
role of a leader. Mindset is a choice
and I have found that choosing to be
solution-oriented rather than resisting
change helps move the work forward
with energy and positivity.

HOW DO YOU MOTIVATE PEOPLE?

I try and pay attention to what en-
ergizes people. I try and find projects
or areas of focus for those on my team
where they can connect to that area of
passion, or curiosity or expertise. I try
to combine the message of our mission
with the unique talents that everyone
brings to OLE.

WHAT CONCERNS DO YOU HAVE FOR
YOUR INDUSTRY LOOKING OUT FIVE

YEARS?

Workforce shortages; that we will
not have enough people to provide
the care that our communities need. 1
believe this will continue to be an issue
for years to come. I am also concerned
about the affordability of housing and
how we can create healthy communities
where people can afford tolive and work
in the same community.

WHAT GOALS DO YOU HAVE FOR OLE
HEALTH IN THE NEXT FIVE YEARS?

Five-year goals include:

1. Successful implementation of our
new electronic health system, Epic, that
will allow for greater coordination of
care across systems.

2. Increased patient care capacity
in Fairfield overall to expand medical,
dental and behavioral health.

3.Merger with CommuniCare result-
ed in increased revenue and financial
resources, as well as greater workforce
retention and expansion of services,
specifically behavioral health.

4. Upgrade all facilities to provide
the best possible patient and staff ex-
perience.

5. Minimizing carbon emissions
and taking a leadership role on envi-
ronmental sustainability in the health
care industry.

6. Increased use of technology to
engage patients in care and improve
access and quality.

HOW DO YOU MEASURE SUCCESS?

In health care, success has to be
measured broadly and really focus on
our overall impact on well-being and
health. We track so many access and
quality metrics, and at the end of the
day itisabout whether we helped create
a path to a better quality of life.

Did we move the needle in the right
direction on controlling hypertension
and diabetes? Did we expand services
and increase our total unique patients
served? Do our employees feel support-
ed and do they feel that OLE Health is
a great place to do this very important
work. Our mission drives our strategy,
and our success is based on executing
on our mission for the greatest number
of patients possible.

But success to me really comes down
tothe questions: Is someone’slife better
because of what we did? Was someone
heard because our social worker lis-

See CEOQ page 12
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tened to them? Was someone seen because
a physician helped them? Was someone
better off because of an interaction with
our employees? If yes, then I call that a
success.

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS AND
DRAWBACKS TO BEING LOCATED IN
THE NORTH BAY?

The North Bay provides us terrific ac-
cess to incredible talent, allowing us to be
able to hire some of the best and brightest
to care for the communities we serve. It is
alsoavery desirable place tolive that offers
ahigh quality of life and close community
connections.

The biggest drawback is the cost of
living and the barriers that cost creates
for our workforce, both in recruitment
and retention. There is also a high level
of competition for talent.

WHAT ONE GOVERNMENT REGULATION
WOULD YOU CHANGE AND WHY?

I would eliminate the fee-for-service
model of reimbursement completely.

It restricts our ability to provide truly
patient-centered care and be more creative
about how providers and care teams spend
their time delivering services.

If all payers worked under a capitated
model, then our teams could adjust their
approach based on each individual pa-
tient'sneed. I think communities would be
healthier, and providers would be happier
because the focus would be on value, not
volume. We would get paid a set amount
for keeping people healthy.

Nutritional education, lifestyle man-
agement and quick home visits are things
we don’t get paid for. We can’t design our
caremodel tomeet patients’ needs because
none of that reimbursable.

The question is: How do youreally trans-
form the care you need to have flexibility
and haveitbe financially sustainable? The
stateis working toward that with Medi-Cal
management plans through a pilot alter-
native payment method.

HOW DOES THE NATIONAL ECONOMY
IMPACT YOUR BUSINESS AND WHAT
ARE YOU DOING ABOUT IT?

The national economy and inflation
have had a huge impact on our business.
Just like other industries we have in-
creased compensation to help support staff
dealing with higher cost of living.

We also rely on the generosity of our
donors and have implemented more ag-
gressive fundraising strategies and grant
funding opportunities.

WHAT LED YOU TO LIVE AND WORK
IN PERU AND NIGERIA, AND HOW
DID YOUR EXPERIENCES IN BOTH
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COUNTRIES BRING YOU TO WHERE YOU
ARE TODAY?

From a young age, I have wanted to see
the world and learn from different cul-
tures. AsIgrew older,I knew that I wanted
to live a life of service and giving back to
communities — both local and global.

After graduating from Boston College, I
participatedin aninternational volunteer
program whereIlived and worked in Peru
for two years. I left Peru, not only with a
deep appreciation for the culture and the
language, but also for the struggles for
food, economic, and housing insecurity
that so many families experience every
day.

Peru reinforced this commitment to
service, hoping that I could find a career
devoted to addressing injustice through
reducing various social disparities.

During graduate school, I wasfortunate
to travel on a grant-funded project to
Nigeria to study access to contraception
for HIV+ women in the city of Abuja. I
learned about how important it is to have
accesstoaccurate information and health
care resources.

My time in Nigeria further reinforced
my commitment to health equity and
makingadifferencein historically margin-
alized communities. Both opportunities
gave me new perspectives on the impact
of poverty, the diversity of people's lived
experiences, the power of resilience.

These experiences are what brought me
to OLE 13 years ago and are what help me
to try to lead from a place of humility and
empathy as we work together to create bet-
ter health for the communities we serve.

WHAT WOULD YOU REDO IN YOUR
CAREER AND WHY?

I think I would have learned finance
and quantitative skills earlier. I learned
much of these skills on the job and now
am completing my MBA, but I think if I
had been more well-rounded in my skills
earlier, that would have helped.

We often gravitate toward what we
love, which for me as a literature major
was reading, writing, and more of the
soft skills. I think it is important to push
yourself to balance out areas where you
need to develop greater expertise.

WHAT WAS YOUR FIRST JOB? WHAT
WAS YOUR FIRST CAREER JOB?

My very first job was waiting tables. My
first career job was as a teacher in a very
underserved and high crimeneighborhood
in the South Bronx.

I was working at a small charter school
in Hunts Point, and then co-founded a
middle school for girls. It was an amazing
experience that taught me so much about
community organizing and the impor-
tance of relationships. That experience

See CEO page 14
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is what inspired me to go back to school
to get my first master’s at UC Berkeley in
their management and planning program
through the School of Social Welfare.
Iloved learning in partnership with the
community, and I wanted to enhance my
skill set and strengthen my leadership to
have even more impact in the future.

IS THIS THE JOB YOU WANTED WHEN
YOU WERE YOUNG? IF NOT, WHAT
WERE YOUR EARLIER CAREER
ASPIRATIONS?

My father was a physician, and my moth-
er wasanurse. Sometimes on the weekend
Iwould go withmy dad ashedid hisrounds
atthehospital. Hehad such a great bedside
manner, and his patients were so grateful
to him for the care he provided. I always
thoughtIwould follow in his footsteps and
even started as premed in college.

Then I realized that I could not tolerate
blood or bodily fluids. So that is how I
ended up on the administrative side of
health care.

WHAT FROM YOUR CHILDHOOD WAS
A CLEAR SIGN YOU WOULD BE IN THE
C-SUITE?

Tam the first born of three in my family
and I was always comfortable with taking
the lead, managing extra responsibilities
and making decisions. I can't think of any
one specificexample, but I would say I had
leadership qualities from a young age.

WHAT DO YOU DO TO ALLEVIATE
STRESS?
I love spending time with my family
and three kids, who love arts and crafts,
cooking and spending time outdoors.
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Also, exercise for me is essential. I have
run several marathons and I find that
running is both calming and meditative,
a good way to clear my mind.

I also love to read, particularly fiction
and long novels that engage my imagi-
nation and expand my way to thinking
about the world. Stress management has
been more important than ever these past
two years trying to balance a demanding
job, being in a full-time MBA program at
Yale School of Management and leading
through COVID.

WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU GIVE
SOMEONE JUST STARTING HIS OR HER
CAREER IN YOUR INDUSTRY?

If you want to be a leader, it is so im-
portant to truly understand the work. I
would advise anyone to do different front
linejobs, where you arereally in the weeds
and understand the day-to-day experience
before taking on any leadership role.

My first job at OLE Health was as a be-
havioral health provider. T have a licensed
clinical social worker license, and while I
aspired toleadership and knew I would not
be a clinician long-term, doing that work
and hearing patient stories firsthand was
invaluable. I still use those experiences in
my decision-making because I know what
that experience feels like.

T‘ Kathryn Reed is a journalist
4, who has spent most of her
career covering issues in
Northern California. She has
published four books, with the most recent
being Sleeping with Strangers: An Airb-
nb Host’s Life in Lake Tahoe and Mexico.
She may be reached at kr@kathrynreed.
com, or follower her at kathrynreed.com,
Twitter @Kathryn0925, or Instagram
@kathrynreed0925.
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