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ON THE COVER:
In October, Memorial
Hermann hosted a
community health
awareness event at Bethel
Baptist Church, which
included a physicianled Zumba class. In this
month’s cover story, we
share more about our
fresh perspective and
enhanced commitment to
the community, including
details about our new
$10 million investment
in neighborhoods in
Southwest Houston and
Greater Heights.
See page 10
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FROM PHYSICIAN TO PHYSICIAN
LEADER
After assuming a new role as Vice
President and Chief Medical Officer
for Memorial Hermann Medical
Group just before the COVID-19
pandemic, Dr. Deepti Mishra
worked day and night to familiarize
herself with her new responsibilities
and learn how to best support her
providers during an unprecedented
time.
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EXPERT AND COMPASSIONATE
CARE HELP A YOUNG GIRL AS
SHE BATTLES A GLIOBLASTOMA
After being told surgery was
impossible, the Callahan family
found hope with Dr. David
Sandberg at Children’s Memorial
Hermann Hospital.

SAVING LIVES WITH DATA
Earlier this year, Memorial
Hermann Health System became
an investor and founding partner
of a new company called Truveta,
which aims to improve health by
accelerating medical research.
COVID-19: WHAT WE’VE LEARNED
IN A YEAR
From the effectiveness of masks
to COVID-19’s impact on seasonal
influenza to the power of vaccines,
we’ve gained countless valuable
insights and new knowledge since
March 2020.

FROM LEADERSHIP

Refocusing on Our Commitments and Our Vision
Since the first COVID-19
vaccine became available
last December, I have
many times referred to
the vaccines as a “light
at the end of the tunnel.”
The COVID-19 vaccines,
quite literally, offer a shot
of hope for getting beyond
all the damage and strife
related to the pandemic.
Now, with children ages
5 to 11 authorized to receive the vaccine, I am feeling
increasingly hopeful about a future in which COVID-19 is
significantly diminished from its current pandemic status.
For now, the pandemic persists, as does mask-wearing,
social distancing and a string of troubling variants. But
for so many of us – in Greater Houston and beyond—the
vaccines have meant relief and much-needed peace of mind
and offer real hope for a return to something closer to prepandemic “normal.”
We may not be out of the dark just yet, but the challenges
and experiences we have faced these past 20 months have
shone a spotlight on the work we do. Our theme for this
issue of Beyond is “Seeing Health Care Through a New
Lens,” and it speaks to the ways we see our work, our
commitments and Memorial Hermann’s vision with a
changed point of view.
Last year, we launched a renewed focus on our equity,
diversity and inclusion (EDI) efforts, which aimed
to strengthen our System’s commitment to fighting
inequality, systemic racism and injustice while lifting each
other up and embracing our diversity. Using this lens to
examine our work environments and the ways in which we
interact with our colleagues and patients, we found areas
for improvement as well as opportunities for conversations
and celebrations. In “A Second Opinion,” we feature some
comments from our employees about these enhanced EDI
efforts.

In this issue, you can also view a day in the life of Dr.
Deepti Mishra, Vice President and Chief Medical Officer
for Memorial Hermann Medical Group (MHMG), who has
helped lead providers and their practices throughout the
pandemic.
In our cover story, we introduce Memorial Hermann’s
multimillion-dollar investment in our community, focused
on housing instability, food insecurity, transportation,
access to health care, income, and employment in
neighborhoods in Southwest Houston and the Greater
Heights. By investing in programs that address social
determinants of health, we are looking at health care
through a lens that will help us find real and meaningful
solutions to health inequity.
These pages also offer a new perspective on personal health
journeys, how technology and data can work together to
save lives, and some of the surprising knowledge we have
gleaned since the COVID-19 pandemic began.
As we enjoy the fall season and cooler weather it brings,
I hope you’ll take the time to reflect on the challenges
we’ve faced and the solutions we’ve found. I believe that
our vision is as timely and important as ever, and that the
pandemic has made it clear how critical it is that we care
for, support and celebrate one another. I hope that in the
following pages, this view through a new lens will bring
our purpose into focus and reinvigorate you for the journey
ahead.
Thank you, as always, for all that you do.

David L. Callender, MD
President & CEO, Memorial Hermann Health System
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A

SECOND
OPINION

Last year, we made a pledge to further commit to our equity,
diversity, and inclusion efforts to help lift each other up, break
barriers that limit the success and well-being of our workforce, and
ultimately better serve our employees, physicians, patients and
community. Here is what our colleagues are saying about how our
differences make us stronger, and how our focus on EDI helps us
see one another in a brighter, more unified light.
“Thanks to everyone who shared their support for our LGBTQIA+ community during Pride Month.
The town hall and parade both showed celebration, compassion, and courage to promote equity
and diversity. This ally appreciated it.”
M A R K M A S D I N , Chaplain, Memorial Hermann Health System

“The Pharmacy Department at Memorial Hermann Memorial City supports
the LGBTQIA+ community! #LOVE”
C H A R N A E R O S S , Pharmacy Manager, Memorial Hermann
Memorial City Medical Center

“High-five and special thanks to our colleagues at
Morrison Healthcare for helping us celebrate National Hispanic Heritage
Month with a special menu on Sept. 29!”
Memorial Hermann Communications Team

“I am proud to work for Memorial Hermann. We celebrate diversity and equality on a daily basis.
Thank you!”
H E AT H E R P E R E Z , Manager and Family Nurse Practitioner,
Memorial Hermann Health Centers for Schools

“Ramadan Kareem! Thank you for recognizing this month and celebrating cultural diversity!”
J E H A N G I R Q U R E S H I , Marketing and Communications Representative for
SM&R Customer Experience, Memorial Hermann Health System

“Cypress Lab Technologist Jacklyn Asamoah wanted to celebrate
Black History Month by creating a wall honoring black laboratorians
and healthcare pioneers. With help from her coworkers and leaders,
she proudly reveals contributions to humanity.”
M I C H E L L E H A N N A , Laboratory Manager,
Memorial Hermann Cypress Hospital
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IN FOCUS

From Physician
to Physician Leader
After 23 years of practicing medicine, Deepti Mishra, M.D., transitioned from
caring for her patients to leading providers and their practices across Greater Houston

5:30 a.m. I try to wake up early to exercise, which on most
days consists of a 30-minute HIIT workout or yoga video.
I then prep my breakfast and lunch so that I can stay on
track with eating healthy. My son recently gifted me a fancy
coffee machine, so I whip up a really good latte—it takes
extra time, but it is so worth it. I then take my coffee to my
porch and enjoy the silence while I review my calendar and
plan out my day. Enjoying my morning cup of coffee is one
of the best parts of my day. There are lots of moving parts
within our medical group and this quiet time gives me an
opportunity to make mental notes and prepare for the day
ahead.

Just two months before the COVID-19 pandemic swept
the globe, Dr. Deepti Mishra assumed a new role as Vice
President and Chief Medical Officer for Memorial Hermann
Medical Group (MHMG), the umbrella organization
for numerous primary care and specialist practices
serving Greater Houston. Always up for a challenge,
she worked day and night to familiarize herself with her
new responsibilities and to learn how to best support
her providers during such an unprecedented time. Now,
as COVID-19 vaccines have paved a path forward, Dr.
Mishra spends her days looking to the future of health
care, applying lessons learned, the latest technology, and
cutting-edge practices to help MHMG create healthier
communities, now and for generations to come. This is a
look into her daily life.

8:00 a.m. My meetings usually begin at 8:00 a.m., and
depending on the day, I may be in meetings for most of the
morning. Lately, I have spent a lot of time working on our
Digital Front Door strategy and rollout. This initiative will
ultimately make it easier for all patients to access care by
scheduling appointments online, which is all part of our
efforts to increase healthcare access to the community.
This is something that really sets Memorial Hermann apart
from other health systems—our focus on the greater good
of our community—and I am so proud of all of our efforts
in this area. Within MHMG, we have done a lot of difficult
work preparing for this launch, and we have meetings
almost daily to discuss progress and barriers while we
work together to share ideas and feedback. This initiative
is especially important right now, as many of our patients
who delayed care during the pandemic are finally returning
to our clinics for necessary appointments and life-saving
screenings.
Continued on Page 18
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COMPASSION IN ACTION

EXPERT AND

COMPASSIONATE
HELP A YOUNG GIRL AS SHE
CARE BATTLES GLIOBLASTOMA
Mike and Erin Callahan can recall the date without
hesitation: Sept. 10, 2019.
It was the day their daughter had a seizure during class.
Prior to that day, Lillian, who was just 9 years old at the
time, had been a picture of health. Active, happy and
social, her parents would sometimes call her the “mayor
of the school” because she was friends with everyone and
involved in everything; “A magnetic force,” her father
said.
Scared and in shock, the Callahans rushed to the local
hospital near their home in Atlanta, Ga., where Lillian had
been taken by ambulance. A CT scan revealed a lesion on
the right side of her brain. Further testing, including an
MRI and two biopsies, confirmed what had become their
greatest fear: Lillian had a brain tumor.
“A surgeon came in and showed us the scans, and it
was essentially taking up about a quarter of her brain,”
recalled Lillian’s father, Mike. “The biopsy samples gave
conflicting information, but they classified it as either a
grade three or four glioblastoma.”
The tumor, the surgeons said, was inoperable, both
because if its size and location. After much consideration,
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as well as a second opinion obtained from Boston
Children’s Hospital, the Callahans moved forward with
the recommended treatment plan—a combination of
proton radiation treatment and oral chemotherapy.
The therapies successfully destroyed a large part of
Lillian’s tumor, leaving necrotic tissue in its place.
Unfortunately, a mass that size continued to carry risks,
as well as extreme discomfort. In addition to her antiseizure medication, Lillian was placed on a strict regimen
of steroids to help her cope with persistent and extreme
headaches.
“The steroids helped her headaches, but they caused
serious side effects which were impacting her quality
of life,” said Erin. “She gained a lot of weight, began
losing her hair, and she ultimately developed Cushing’s
syndrome. She became sensitive to light and her skin was
paper-thin.”
The Callahans again inquired about surgery. Now that
part of the tumor was dead tissue, was it possible to remove
that section? Could surgical intervention alleviate her
headaches? Might Lillian foresee a future where she could
eventually stop taking the steroids?
Again, they were told it was too risky.

Left, Lillian Callahan before her diagnosis. Right, Lillian visits with Dexter at Children’s
Memorial Hermann Hospital after her surgery.

But the Callahans persisted. Erin turned to one of the
Facebook groups she’d joined shortly after Lillian’s
diagnosis. She mined the posts, scrolling and clicking
through every response, looking for anything related to
surgery and brain tumors.
That’s when she first came across affiliated neurosurgeon,
Dr. David Sandberg, professor and director in the
Division of Pediatric Neurosurgery, and holder of the Dr.
Marnie Rose Professorship in Pediatric Neurosurgery
at The University of Texas Health Science at Houston
(UTHealth). He is also the director of Pediatric
Neurosurgery at Children’s Memorial Hermann Hospital.
“This one woman had a similar story and had written
about how her doctors said surgery was out of the question,
but Dr. Sandberg was able to successfully remove her
daughter’s tumor,” Erin recalled. “So I sent an email
through Memorial Hermann’s website and within 10
minutes I got a call from a Houston area code. It was Dr.
Sandberg.”
This was on Sept. 23, 2020—another date the Callahans
won’t soon forget.
Continued on Page 8
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COMPASSION IN ACTION

Continued from Page 7
Shortly after that phone call, Mike and Erin mailed
Lillian’s complete medical records to Dr. Sandberg.
After carefully reviewing them, he called them and said
that while he couldn’t remove the entire tumor, he could
remove a large section of it, including most of the necrotic
tissue, which was likely causing her headaches.
“She was never going to get off the steroids without having
surgery,” Mike recalled. “And Dr. Sandberg said he was
confident that he could safely perform the surgery. It
was clear he had compassion for her and cared about her
quality of life.”
On Oct. 14, 2020, the surgery took place at Children’s
Memorial Hermann Hospital—in the middle of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Lillian was in the hospital for just
three days total, and in addition to what turned out to
be a successful surgery, she was most excited to have
had multiple visits from Dexter, the hospital’s dedicated
therapy dog.
“I was thrilled that we were able to remove the
overwhelming majority of Lillian’s tumor without
causing any new neurological deficits or other problems,”
Sandberg said. “This wonderful young girl and her
parents deserved a chance to get off of steroids, which
were wreaking havoc on her body in so many ways.”
Over the course of the next five months, Lillian was able to
decrease her dose of steroids until, in April 2021, she was
finally off the medicine completely.
“Her quality of life is one thousand percent better than
it was last year. She is so much more like herself now—
happier, more active, running around again,” said Erin.
“When she was having her really bad headaches, she
would just be stuck in bed in tears. She would say, ‘I don’t
want to live like this. I want my old life back,’ and now
we’re definitely seeing sparks of that playful girl again.”
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Today, Lillian’s cancer treatment continues, but there are
signs of hope. Her last two MRIs showed no new tumor
growth and even a possible reduction in size. She and her
parents continue to fly to Buffalo, N.Y., every other month,
where she is receiving an experimental vaccine therapy at
Roswell Park Comprehensive Cancer Center that targets a
specific protein found in glioblastoma tumors. Although
Lillian is not part of the clinical trial, which mostly
includes adult patients, the now 11-year-old is receiving
the vaccine under a compassionate care exception.
“We’re so proud of our daughter for her resiliency during
all of this and for how hard she’s fought, but also because
even now, she’s helping others,” Mike said.
Not only have her #LILISTRONG t-shirt sales raised more
than $2,000 for charities dedicated to cancer research,
but Lillian’s participation in the vaccine trial in Buffalo
has helped expand access to the therapy for other pediatric
patients with glioblastomas.
“Lillian’s story may give hope to other parents whose kids
have cancer, and it certainly shows how great parents will
do absolutely anything, and leave no stone unturned, for
their child,” Sandberg said.
The Callahans are forever grateful that their perseverance
led them to Children’s Memorial Hermann Hospital, and
that their refusal to take “no” for an answer has given
their daughter a better quality of life.
“Dr. Sandberg did exactly what he told us he was going to
do, and the results are exactly what he said they would be,”
Erin said. “We couldn’t recommend him enough. Now
I’m on my Facebook groups sharing his name with other
moms.” n

INNOVATION

Saving Lives with Data
Memorial Hermann joins innovative data alliance platform Truveta
as a founder and investor to help improve health by accelerating medical research

Earlier this year, Memorial Hermann Health System
became an investor and founding partner of a new company
called Truveta, whose vision is to save lives with data. To
date, 20 nationally respected health systems have joined
Truveta, representing more than 16 percent of all patient
care in the U.S., thousands of care facilities across 40
states, and tens of millions of patients.
Truveta aims to be a groundbreaking data-sharing
platform, hosting the world’s largest, de-identified clinical
dataset—meaning none of the data can be traced back to
any one patient—for the purpose of advancing medical
breakthroughs and scientific discoveries. Truveta’s mission
to drive innovation in patient care aligns with Memorial
Hermann’s vision to create healthier communities now and
for generations to come, and it is an exciting opportunity
for Memorial Hermann to be at the forefront of the future
of medical research.
“Evidence-based, specialized care is a hallmark of
Memorial Hermann Health System and at the heart of
how we’re redefining health care for the communities we
serve,” said David Callender, M.D., President and CEO of
Memorial Hermann. “We understand the power of data and
the insights it can and will provide to researchers, which
will ultimately benefit our patients. We pledge to be great

stewards of this data and look forward to charting a future
where we can accelerate medical advances through this new
partnership.”
Through Truveta, diverse health systems will come
together to apply their collective data to the common good
while prioritizing patient privacy, ethics, data security,
health equity and strict sharing guidelines. The platform
will deliver valuable insights from billions of clinical data
points with a single search, unlocking patterns across
different types of data, including diagnoses, procedures,
medications as well as disease progression notes, images
and genomics. Utilizing advanced AI and machine learning
technologies, Truveta will inform physicians, researchers
and families, and will democratize care through its broadly
available tools. Ultimately, it aims to improve patient
care, advance health equity, accelerate the development
of treatment options during future pandemics, expedite
diagnoses of rare diseases, and empower patients and
families.
“Truveta’s vision is to save lives with data,” said Eric
Smith, Senior Vice President and Chief Digital Officer for
Memorial Hermann Health System. “We are proud to be
a part of this innovative solution that will ultimately help
researchers, clinicians and families alike.” n
BE Y OND

M AGAZI NE

•

9

Seeing Health Care
Through a

New Lens

Memorial Hermann joins the Healthcare Anchor Network
and increases our investment in the community by
addressing housing, employment and other social
determinants of health
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As a patient care assistant for Memorial Hermann
Southwest Hospital, Emily Mexquitic spends her days
caring for members of her own community. Sometimes
she helps patients bathe, dress and eat; other times, she is
working directly with nurses to help administer clinical
care. It’s rewarding and a job she’s immensely proud
of—not only is she a born helper, but she’s also the first
in her family to go into the medical field, a dream she’s
had since she was a little girl who underwent a cardiac
catheterization to fix a congenital birth defect.
“When I was told I had been hired at Memorial Hermann,
it was a great moment for me and for my family,” Mexquitic

said. “We were all so excited and I felt so accomplished.”
Mexquitic, who graduated just this past spring from Alief
Hastings High School, was part of a specialized program
for students looking to gain specific clinical skills for
entry-level positions, such as a certified nursing assistant.
Through a focus on both education and employment,
the program aims to support members of the Southwest
Houston community, and it is part of Memorial Hermann
Health System’s new multi-million dollar investment in
some of the area’s most vulnerable neighborhoods.
Continued on Page 12
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Continued from Page 11
As a system, Memorial Hermann already contributes
more than $400 million annually through supporting the
uninsured and underinsured, school-based health centers,
neighborhood health centers, community resource
centers, park revitalization projects, mental health crisis
clinics and more. This additional investment of $10
million will focus on essential needs, including housing
instability, food insecurity, transportation, access to
health care, income, and employment in neighborhoods in
Southwest Houston and Greater Heights.
“We have a huge footprint in these neighborhoods, and
we want to see them thrive; we want to see our vision of
healthier communities come to reality,” said Dr. David
Callender, President and CEO of Memorial Hermann.
“When we say we are creating healthier communities
now and for generations to come, we mean that we want to
impact social determinants of health, target communities
in need, and provide financial and social impact returns.
This focus on social and economic factors will be a turning
point for ultimately improving community health.”
Joining more than 65 leading hospitals and health systems
throughout the U.S., Memorial Hermann’s latest initiative
leverages the “Anchor Mission” model championed by
the Healthcare Anchor Network, a growing national
collaboration of health systems building more inclusive
and sustainable local economies.
At its core, the Anchor Mission model is built upon a belief
that sustainable community health can only be achieved
by meeting essential needs and by addressing factors that
affect social determinants of health. Healthcare anchor
institutions can improve residents’ financial security,
strengthen the local economic ecosystem, and address the
community conditions that drive poor health outcomes.
Memorial Hermann’s decision to join the Healthcare
Anchor Network is part of the System’s ongoing
commitment to further build upon its equity, diversity
and inclusion efforts and the understanding that it serves
different communities with varied social, economic and
health needs.

“Each year, Memorial Hermann
invests millions back into our
community, but we want to
take this a step further and
align our resources with these
neighborhoods through an
intentional and comprehensive
program that can help us
achieve sustainable health
improvements,” said Carol
Paret, SVP and Chief Community Health Officer for
Memorial Hermann. “We have a large physical footprint,
a huge employee base, and millions in investment
dollars—and we want to use these resources to benefit
neighborhoods and improve lives.”
As an Anchor Institution for the Greater Heights and
Southwest Houston areas, Memorial Hermann will focus
on four key initiatives, including hiring individuals,
like Mexquitic, who live in these specific communities;
making key investments in these neighborhoods,
including in housing and food insecurity programs;
engaging in mindful purchasing from local businesses
to further support the local economy and infrastructure;
and leveraging the System’s 29,000 employees as a
volunteer force to positively impact neighborhoods and
communities.
“We have already examined some of our hiring strategies
and are beginning to implement changes that we hope
will directly impact individuals and families in these zip
codes,” Paret said. “For example, we are re-examining
whether a high school diploma is really required for some
entry-level roles, such as a Patient Care Assistant. We are
also working with community colleges to help people earn
a certificate to be a Patient Care Assistant or get the skills
needed to be a Surgical Technician.”
In the Southwest and Greater Heights areas, Memorial
Hermann set a 10 percent hiring increase goal for the first
year, and has already achieved a 15 percent growth. Paret
said her team is also working to establish scholarships in
addition to tuition reimbursement options, which will
further expand access to these career opportunities.
Memorial Hermann will also be investing in local
infrastructure, including affordable housing in these
same zip codes. Through impact investing strategies,
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Emily Mexquitic (seated), a patient care assistant at Memorial Hermann Southwest Hospital, is surrounded by family and supporters after officially accepting her role with Memorial
Hermann.

Memorial Hermann will work to improve living and
working conditions to advance health equity and bolster
the foundation of good health. The System is also reevaluating its procurement strategies, sourcing locally
for goods and services, including landscaping needs,
produce, baked goods and more.
“When people can earn a living wage and make enough
money for decent housing, food or clothing, their health
is improved monumentally,” Paret said. “Even more, if
you purchase locally, you can help businesses grow, which
allows them to hire more people in the community—as
they strengthen, so does the community and so does their
health.”
Volunteers made up from Memorial Hermann’s
29,000-strong workforce will further strengthen these
neighborhoods through service projects designed in
collaboration with key stakeholders in the community.

“Memorial Hermann has been a dedicated community
partner. I’m glad they will be able to further contribute
to the community with the initiatives spurred by the
Anchor Institution model, including providing more
job opportunities and making investments in affordable
housing in our neighborhoods,” said Texas House
Representative Garnet Coleman (D-Houston). “The
impact of the new initiative will undoubtedly help create a
positive economic and social impact in our communities.”
Ultimately, Memorial Hermann hopes to serve as a literal
anchor, helping to close the economic, racial and health
disparity gaps that prevent the creation of healthier
communities—both today and for generations to come. As
for Mexquitic, she hopes to one day use her opportunity to
help achieve this same mission.
“My plan is to become a pediatrician,” she said. “When
I was 7 and had my surgery, my pediatrician was the one
who made me feel safe. Ever since then, I knew I wanted to
give that same feeling to other kids. Now, as a patient care
assistant, I’m one step closer to getting there.” n
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WHOLE HEALTH

COVID-19

What We’ve Learned

While we’re not out of the woods yet, there’s a feeling
of optimism in the air. With over a year and a half of
COVID-19 under our belts, we can look back and reflect
on all that we’ve been through and the many lessons
we’ve learned.
“I remember in June of last year, wishing I had a New
England Journal of Medicine from June 2021,” said
infectious disease and internal medicine specialist Dr.
Linda Yancey. “It was all so new to all of us back then.
And now here we are.”
Dr. Yancey shared what she found most remarkable
about our collective COVID-19 journey, along with some
surprising things we learned along with way.
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The Effectiveness of Masks
“Early on, I think we underestimated how effective
simple masks—even bandanas and scarves—could be in
preventing the spread of COVID-19,” said Dr. Yancey.
“We (infectious disease specialists) were used to using
masks to prevent the spread of tuberculosis, a disease
which is transmitted via the respiration of smaller
droplets. Stopping the transmission of tuberculosis
requires the more substantial, N95 mask. But as it turned
out, even simple masking devices have proven to be really
effective in the spread of the coronavirus that causes
COVID-19, given the disease is transmitted by larger
droplets.”

The Vital Importance of Ventilation
“Buildings these days are hermetically sealed,” said Dr.
Yancey. “They’re insulated, and they have these closed
circuit systems that are designed to maintain indoor air
quality. But in fact, where COVID-19 was concerned,
they posed a problem. The analogy I like to use is of
someone smoking in a conference room full of 100 people.
Eventually, that room will fill up with smoke, whereas in
the olden days, we would open a window to let the smoke
out of the room. Earlier in the pandemic, we realized the
need for better ventilation, and many hospitals installed
high-flow air circulators in place of hospital room
windows, to make the rooms safer for the nursing staff to
come and go.”
The Confusion Regarding Masks in Outdoor
Settings
Dr. Yancey said the guidance on masking has been “the
opposite of consistent.” Whereas mask-wearing proved to
be a major deterrent to the spread of COVID-19 indoors,
we eventually learned that masks weren’t necessary to
avoid the spread of infection in many outdoors settings.
“We are not seeing documented cases of COVID-19
transmission from casual outdoor interactions, such as
walking past someone on a street or eating at a nearby
table,” said Dr. Yancey.
The Overestimation of Surface Transmission
In the early days of the pandemic, bleach and
antibacterial, antiviral and just about anti-everything
cleansers and disinfectants flew off store shelves (along
with toilet paper, go figure). Shoppers shared disinfectant
sightings on social media, and hyper-disinfecting became
the norm. But over time, we learned more about how
people become infected by the coronavirus that causes
COVID-19—through exposure to respiratory droplets
carrying the virus (those same droplets that we learned
could be thwarted by those simple masks), and not so much
by exposure to contaminated surfaces or objects.

The Powerful Effect of COVID-19 Health Measures
on Flu Cases
Dr. Yancey said that for many years, the medical
community has wondered if widespread masking, social
distancing and diligent hand hygiene might reduce the
spread of the flu, “but we couldn’t exactly say, ‘Okay, this
flu season, everyone in Oklahoma needs to wear a mask’
to find out.” The pandemic provided a way to find out,
on a global scale—and the results were nothing short of
astounding.
According to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), each year in the U.S., there are about
45 million illnesses, 810,000 hospitalizations and 61,000
deaths attributed to the flu, which generally peaks
between December and February. As of Feb. 5, 2021, there
were only 1,455 cases in the U.S. No one knows if or to
what extent the flu will rebound this year, and medical
experts strongly urge people to continue to get their
annual flu shots.
The Power of COVID-19 Vaccines
Dr. Yancey said a silver lining to all of this was how
effective the COVID-19 vaccines have been. “I
underestimated what would happen when every scientist
on the planet pivoted to focus on solving one problem—
coming up with an effective vaccine to prevent the spread
of COVID-19. They definitely delivered,” she said.
Now, Memorial Hermann is offering booster shots to
individuals who are eligible, as well as the Pfizer vaccine
to children ages 5 to 11, to further harness the power
of vaccines as the community continues to fight
COVID-19. n
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EVERYDAY WELL

HAPPILY

EVER

AFTER

A Memorial Hermann Sonographer Shares Her
Weight Loss Surgery Success Story

The bride beamed as she walked down the aisle, clutching
her bouquet of wildflowers. Today, she was marrying
the love of her life, their combined four children were
officially becoming siblings, and she was, in every sense of
the word, happy.
Had her wedding taken place just a few months earlier,
however, Nikole Hubenak Tolson would have felt a
nagging sense of discomfort on what would be one of the
best days of her life. After all, between Dec. 21, 2020 and
May 22, 2021—her wedding day—she had lost more than
100 pounds.
“I was never someone who didn’t like myself—I always said
that my personality was the biggest thing on the scale—
but it was a struggle,” Tolson said. “It was an emotional
struggle and a physical struggle.”
Tolson, who works as a senior vascular sonographer and
cardiac sonographer for Memorial Hermann Medical
Group and has been an employee with Memorial Hermann
Health System for 20 years, began her weight loss journey
in 2017.
“I was actually diagnosed with a heart problem,” recalled
Tolson, who performs echocardiograms on heart patients.
“It was related to electrical function, but I had some
health issues and I needed to get some weight off.
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I tried everything under
the sun, and I just wasn’t
having any luck.”
After years of different
diets, exercise programs,
and “every gimmick you
could think of,” Tolson
decided to look into
weight loss surgery. In
July 2020, she had her
Nikole Hubenak Tolson, before her weight loss
first consultation at UT surgery and after, on her wedding day.
Physicians Minimally
Invasive Surgeons of Texas with Dr. Shinil Shah, an
associate professor of surgery and medical director of
research for the Division of Elective General Surgery at
McGovern Medical School at UTHealth and a bariatric
and general surgeon affiliated with Memorial Hermann
Health System.
“He was amazing and had a great personality and put me
at ease about everything,” Tolson said. “I was ready to sign
up after that.”
Over the course of a few months, Tolson underwent
preparations for the surgery, including undergoing tests
to ensure she met the clinical criteria.

Finally, on Dec. 21, 2020, her life forever changed.
In what totaled just an hour and a half, Dr. Shah performed
a gastric sleeve procedure, removing part of Tolson’s
stomach to create a “new” stomach, also known as the
sleeve. This new, smaller stomach helps people feel fuller
more quickly and decreases hunger, which leads to an
overall reduction in caloric intake and subsequent weight
loss.
“These procedures can be performed in a safe and
minimally invasive manner, and they can change the course
of a person’s health—and their life—in a long-term and
meaningful way,” Dr. Shah said. “Mrs. Tolson’s story is
certainly one to celebrate, and it reflects her commitment
and the effectiveness of weight loss procedures when
combined with diet, exercise, and close, long-term followup.”
Tolson said her recovery was completely manageable, with
just a two-day hospital stay and minimal pain management
medication. Two weeks later, she was back at work sharing
her story with anyone who would listen.

Now, she recommends the surgery to everyone who asks,
especially patients who have certain health issues related to
their weight.
“I have patients who come in here and get clearance for
surgery, so I get to share my story all the time,” Tolson said.
“At home, our kids are all involved in sports, and so being
able to move more and be more resilient and keep up more—
it’s just an amazing thing. It’s not only been good for me,
but for my family, too.”
Tolson reiterated, however, that while her surgery has
greatly benefitted her health, her worth was never tied to a
number on the scale.
“Everybody should be proud of themselves, no matter
what,” Tolson said. “I don’t care how big or small you are.
I’ve always loved myself and that hasn’t changed, but now, I
feel this certain sense of freedom. I just feel better.”
It’s a feeling she’ll soon get to share with her new husband.
In the coming weeks, he too will be undergoing weight loss
surgery with Dr. Shah. n

“I felt like a whole new woman,” Tolson said. “As soon
as the weight started coming off, my joint pain was gone
almost instantly, and the more I lost, the better I felt.”
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Continued from Page 5
9:00 a.m. I have another meeting related to ongoing ISD
efforts. Lately, we have been working diligently to train
our providers and our staff on a new platform that will
enhance virtual visits. While our virtual visit capability was
originally launched within the MHMG physician clinics
during the pandemic to help us keep our patients and our
physicians as safe as possible, we are continuing to enhance
these virtual options because we want to ensure all patients
can access the care they need in the way that works best for
them.
10:15 a.m. I sit in on another meeting related to our
redesign of our Electronic Medical Records, which will
allow us to redesign Care4 to meet our needs and develop
quick templates that will make documentation easier in
the future. Many of our practicing physicians are engaged
in these design sessions and I am thrilled and thankful
for their level of engagement. These enhancements will
ultimately allow physicians to spend more time with their
patients by streamlining the entire documentation process.
11:00 a.m. I drive to Memorial Hermann The Woodlands
Medical Center and take meetings in my car.
12:00 p.m. I meet with an MHMG cardiologist to discuss
clinic matters, including their staffing, EKG billing,
equipment needs, and processes related to clinic workflows.
My business operations teams join me in this meeting.
1:30 p.m. I drive back to the Southeast region and take
meetings in my car.
3:00 p.m. I spend some time with our pharmacy partners
and our Urgent Care business operations/clinical
operations teams to evaluate moving the monoclonal
antibodies protocol into the MHMG Urgent Care locations.
Monoclonal antibody treatment is an outpatient therapy
that has been effective for COVID-19 patients who are not
on oxygen and are recovering at home, and we have done an
excellent job of administering this so far at our campuses
and Emergency Centers. I’m also working with several
stakeholders regarding moving
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vaccine administration into MHMG clinics, which gives our
providers an opportunity to capture part of the population
who, for one reason or another, has not yet gotten the
COVID-19 vaccine.
4:00 p.m. I sit down at my computer and work on
communications that need to be sent out, as well as phone
calls and emails that have accumulated during the day.
Since we have so many moving parts in MHMG right now,
I connect with my leadership team about ongoing projects.
I also make myself available to any physician or advanced
practice provider who needs to speak with me to discuss any
issues or concerns they may have. Spending time talking
with and meeting my physicians and advanced practice
providers is not only one of the most important tasks I
have during the day, but also what brings me the greatest
satisfaction in my role. Sometimes, I have meetings in the
evening, including a monthly physician council meeting,
which allows our providers to give input into the decisions
we’re currently making. I also spend some time preparing
slides for various presentations and board meetings.
6:30 p.m. I get home and catch up with my sons and my
husband. I also try to touch base with my parents, four
siblings and friends. I will either cook a quick dinner or
grab food to-go depending on how busy the day has been. I
often turn on Netflix while I’m cooking or cleaning, which
is a nice distraction. At the end of the evening, I like to go
outside and water my planters. It is a nice bookend to the
day—I start it outside with my coffee, and end it outside
surrounded by nature, which is incredibly relaxing to me.
8:30 p.m. I finish my emails, tie up loose ends, and prepare
for the next day.
11:00 p.m. I get ready for bed, which includes listening to
a meditation video. This really helps me relax and turn off
my brain before I go to sleep. I also practice daily gratitude.
I am so thankful for my health, my wonderful family, and
a job that I love working for a health system that strives to
help the community day after day. n

WE’RE HERE
TO HELP
IN PERSON
OR VIRTUALLY

SCHEDULE AN IN-PERSON OR
VIRTUAL VISIT TODAY
Routine checkups are essential to long-term health. That’s why
Memorial Hermann Medical Group has put enhanced safety
measures in place at all locations. Whether you opt to see your
doctor in person or through a Virtual Office Visit, you can get the
care you need with peace of mind.
To schedule a same-day or next-day appointment,
call 832.658.MHMG (6464).

Advancing health. Personalizing care.

memorialhermann.org/mhmg
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