Caregiving business

Where giving comfort is fulfilling

By Hermie Garcia

The Philippine Reporter

TORONTO -- Why would a video rental owner/distributor cum money remittance businessman of 17 years and a first-time entrepreneur with a public information background in the United Nations get together as partners in a business? 

Why would they embark on the business of providing non-medical in-home care to the elderly, specifically by buying a franchise of Comfort Keepers?

Oscar Legaspi, owner and operator of Mississauga-based Cine Suerte renting out and distributing Filipino film videos since 1991 and doing the money remittance business for Filipinos, says this new business may be his last one before retirement.

Mikael “Kelly”  Reventar, on the other hand, a budding 32-year old entrepreneur who was a public information officer at the United Nations in Vienna for years, has absolute faith this first venture of his will be for the long haul.

So how did the two meet? By chance, both would say. Kelly had already bought a Comfort Keepers franchise territory in Mississauga and was posting wanted ads for caregivers in Filipino stores and restaurants when he met Oscar at Cine Suerte. Kelly found Oscar friendly and outgoing so he shared some information about his business. 

Their first conversation lasted about two hours with Oscar sharing his own business experience. Obviously impressed by Kelly’s depth of knowledge about the non-medical caregiver industry and Comfort Keepers as a leader in that industry in north America, Oscar showed interest and spontaneously asked if Kelly needed a partner. It was a question that Kelly was not prepared to answer. But since he was also impressed by Oscar’s candor and how he related warmly with his customers, it was an “offer” he could not dismiss.  Besides, being a newcomer in Canada, he felt his business could get help from Oscar’s networks in the Filipino community where professionals, business persons and caregivers abound. 

The next day Oscar introduced his wife Virgie to Kelly. Virgie is a retired nurse with 29 years of working experience in Toronto hospitals and seven in the Philippines. Then Kelly’s wife Yoko was introduced to the Legaspi couple. Yoko was a journalist in Japan and the Philippines and now a public relations person at World Vision.

After a few more conversations and talking to each other’s friends, colleagues and “references,” the two reached a decision to become partners in the Comfort Keepers franchise business that Kelly had started only a month before. 

At about that time, another franchise territory of Comfort Keepers was available for sale in Mississauga. It didn’t take long for the two partners to decide to buy that territory to expand their operations.

Comfort Keepers, Inc. started doing business in 1997 and is now one of the top 50 franchises of its kind in the United States. Currently it has 550 locations globally including those in the U.S. and the 24 Canada.  There are 20 in the Greater Toronto Area including two in Mississauga. Its services are mainly in-home non-medical care for seniors, new mothers and people recovering from illness and injury.

Being a franchise, Comfort Keepers maintains a close relationship with its franchisees to see to it that they conform to strict requirements, standards and guidelines. There are volumes of documents that state the obligations, responsibilities and procedures. For example, caregivers and personal support workers have to undergo training and exams. They are required to be bonded and insured and they are checked about their credit, driving and police records, if they have any.

Caregivers and PSWs of Comfort Keepers work mostly part-time but they work under strict guidelines on what they can or can’t do. They are not allowed to accept gifts or ask favors from the clients. And before they are sent to clients, they go through hours of orientation and training sessions to professionalize their services and conduct at clients’ homes.

And before clients are enlisted, they are interviewed at their homes where their needs are assessed. Only then will a caregiver or PSW with matching skills, experience and personality is assigned to do the job.

This is where the nursing and medical training and experience of Virgie Legaspi, Director of Client Care of Comfort Keepers in Mississauga, become handy. Members of Parkinsons Society, Alzheimers Society and officials of Veterans Affairs, during presentations, become confident of the company’s competence in client care due to her background.  

At the helm of the operations is Kelly Reventar as President of Lifestages Care Services Inc., their business name. Oscar is the Director of Client Relationships. 

What makes Kelly so confident he could grow this business to be a successful venture? For one, his excitement could not be contained. He went through his life experiences and concluded that this is an important turning point in his life and could feel it in his bones that this is his calling.

He graduated from the University of the Philippines in 1996 with a degree in Business Administration. He worked as a marketing director for a company in Manila doing Internet marketing for four clients. He worked for two years as placement director for Asian Institute of Management. He was public information officer at the UN Internationl Atomic Energy Agency in Vienna for five years. 

But years of doing desk work in Vienna infront of the computer dealing with online public information would have their toll on Kelly. He felt he wanted a more fulfilling career where he could offer a more meaningful contribution society. 

In the meantime,  his wife Yoko enrolled for an MBA at University of Toronto while Kelly started researching for possibilities for a career change. He studied the caregiver industry and its established businesses for many months. That’s when he stumbled upon Comfort Keepers and contacted the company to inquire. That road led to the couple’s migrating to Canada and meeting the Legaspis.

Oscar, on the other hand, was pondering a change in his life too. He’s been looking for a Plan B in his business life. He wanted to eventually phase out from almost two decades of running a video rental and distributorship and money remittance business. Why not? He’s nearing retirement and with a successful and stable business in his belt, maybe a change of environment would help. Besides, this new venture gives him a renewed excitement, a fresh challenge. He has a medical technology degree from the University of Sto. Tomas and worked as a med tech professional in Toronto for 17 years after his stint as a drug detail man in Manila. Now he can rejoin the health and caring industry and help those who need care.

Call it a convergence of events in two persons’ lives. Call it a spiritual meeting of two souls or call it simply serendipity. Whatever it is, it will surely be for the good of their new venture where their passions for life and for their careers will drive them to success. Besides, given the full support of their spouses, where else are they headed to but success?
