
What a pleasure it is to sit down with Tom Zeleny, 
President of Aspen Associates Group. Let’s start with a 
brief summary of why you got into executive search and 
built your firm:  I have been successful in building strong teams 
throughout my career in senior living, and colleagues began 
contacting me asking them if I knew someone for a specific role at 
their organization.  After successfully referring multiple candidates to 
my colleagues, eventually it dawned on me…I could create a career 
and truly make a difference for this!  I made the leap into executive 
search in 2003 and never looked back (but still maintain my active 
Nursing Home Administrator’s license). 

What are the types of opportunities you are most known 
for specializing in?  Community-level management and above in 
senior living (nursing homes, assisted living and the CCRC continuum 
of care). 

What are the biggest trends you are seeing with your 
clients in attracting, onboarding and retaining the best of 
the best in your niche? Being more flexible with creative 
scheduling, as well as tuition reimbursement/career ladders.  For 
more senior-level positions, clients are offering personal services like 
house cleaning, dry-cleaning, valet, equity options, and very attractive 
stability bonuses if they remain after changes in ownership. 

What have you been most proud of professionally?  I 
remember being called by the president of a company (who I placed 
several years prior in a regional role).  He said that during 
Thanksgiving his family joined hands prior to the meal and each 
member shared what they were most grateful for.  When it was his 
wife’s turn she said, “I’m grateful for the recruiter who convinced you 
this job was a catapult to your career, and coached both of us 
through the offer, negotiation and relocation process.  If it were not 
for him, we wouldn’t be where we are now.” It gave me goosebumps 
to hear the story!

What are the shared attributes of the clients you have 
most successfully partnered with?  What made those 
relationships so enjoyable? Being a trusted advisor, helping them 
determine strategy which can include acquisition, divestiture, as well as 
creating new positions based on what is changing across the spectrum. 

What’s your leadership philosophy? Being fair, honest, and 
realistic and don’t forget to have fun along the way.  I never expect 
my team to do anything I would not do.

How does the culture of your organization lead to your 
success?  I want people to enjoy coming to work.  We exchange 
our time in return for making a personal investment in the careers of 
others.  If someone doesn’t have the drive and passion, there are 
other careers they are better suited for.

What’s one thing people would be surprised to learn 
about you?  I’m addicted to horsepower.

What are some of the biggest lessons you’ve learned 
throughout this journey in executive search?  Just because 
YOU may not think a job is “sexy” doesn’t mean that it’s not perfect 
for someone else.  Appreciate everyone’s frame of reference and 
focus on goodness-of-fit that leads to client and candidate’s success.  

What do you have little patience for? Dishonesty

What was your first job as a kid?  A lawn service that I grew to 
12 employees by the age of 15 (I was audited by the IRS when I was 
15).

What’s still on your Bucket List? My bucket list never gets 
shorter; as I complete one, I always add another. Taking the family on 
a trip to the Great Barrier Reef is one.

What motivates you to work as 
hard as you do? My father had a 
strong work ethic, and I patterned my 
life around what I knew.  I do what I 
do for my family, and in His service. 

What’s your go-to Karaoke 
song? Queen: Crazy Little Thing 
Called Love

Is there anything you wish 
would come back into fashion? 
80’s hair band music 

If you hadn’t taken the path of 
building an executive search 
firm, you would have…probably 
died of a stroke running a nursing 
home! LOL.

Did you have any life-changing experiences that put you 
on the path that led you to be doing what you’re doing 
today? Having my wife diagnosed with cancer and me flatlining in a 
hospital 3 weeks later made me appreciate every day I’m able to 
make a difference in someone else’s life. 

What do you still hope to accomplish in your life and 
within your firm? Keep “living the dream,” growing my firm, and 
providing value to others. 

SPOTLIGHT
Tom Zeleny,  
President of Aspen Associates

FAVORITE QUOTE? 

“It’s not the 
movement 
that destroys 
the machinery,  
but friction.” 
~ Henry Ward Beecher


