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From goof-off to “recovery” leader

Retiring Director Casts a Long 
Shadow over Thriving CeDAR
By Tyler Smith

interview. When he asked the assistant superintendent of the jail 
what he did so well during the interview, the man had a blunt reply. 
“He said, ‘You big jerk. You got the job the minute we saw you had 
to duck under the door to get in the room.’”  

But from that humble beginning a career was born. During his 
year at the jail, Lisnow closely observed the inmates and saw 
a common thread.

You might say Frank Lisnow’s life began to change the day he 
went to jail.

No, he never spent a day behind bars. But it was at a jail in 
Vermont 40 years ago that Lisnow embarked on a then-unlikely 
path that eventually led him to Colorado, where he became the 
first executive director of the Center for Dependency, Addiction 
and Rehabilitation (CeDAR) at University of Colorado Hospital.

Lisnow officially retires from the hospital Oct. 3 after a highly 
successful six-year tenure. During it, he played a key role in literally 
transforming CeDAR from drawings and dreams into a nationally 
respected and recognized addiction and treatment center. 

He leaves CeDAR, moreover, in the strongest shape it has ever been. 
Earlier this year, a five-year anniversary benefit concert headlined by 
Bon Jovi raised $1 million for the facility. In March, it opened a second 
cottage for patients, and admissions for fiscal year 2011 (which ended 
June 30) were up nearly one-third from the year before.

Quite a success story for a guy who freely admits it took him 
awhile to get serious about anything other than basketball. After 
failing out of New York University and working for a year, he 
headed to Quinnipiac University in Hamden, Conn., where he 
completed his undergraduate degree in industrial engineering 
despite “not being the most serious student. I went to college to 
play basketball and party. I didn’t know what I wanted to do.”

Prison break. The answer was to come soon after he applied 
for a position as a corrections officer and counselor at that jail in 
northeastern Vermont. Lisnow says he didn’t have to do much to 
set himself apart from other candidates.

“My biggest qualification was I was six-foot-eight, 250 pounds,” 
he says. He got the job shortly after he completed a 90-minute 

Towering figure: Lisnow’s formidable physical presence mirrors 
the powerful influence he had on CeDAR’s development.



Volume 5  |  Issue 7  |  Through October 11, 2011  |  Page 2

“It was apparent to me that 90 percent of them were in prison 
because of drug and alcohol problems,” he said. He moved on 
to Northeast Kingdom Mental Health in Vermont, where he 
spent the next 16 years, in essence creating a career from 
curiosity, a willingness to learn and a desire to help people 
in recovery.

”Serious this time.” “I had great mentors who tolerated my 
inexperience and exuberance,” he says. “I learned to listen to 
psychologists, psychiatrists, social workers and others and hear 
what they brought to the table. You don’t always have to agree, 
but you learn different opinions, ideas and concepts.”

From that swirl of insights, Lisnow began to form his own approach 
to treating addiction. “I learned the importance of the interactions 
between addiction, treatment and mental health,” he notes. “You can’t 
put people in boxes – you have to treat the whole person.”

He disagrees with the notion that substance abuse grows out of 
social, emotional or financial problems. “Addiction is a primary 
disease. It’s a brain disease. It’s not a symptom of something else,” 
he maintains. 

“You have to deal with the disease immediately to give people a 
fair chance. You have to get them to stop using drugs or alcohol 
first, then you can deal with the other issues.” 

The work gave him a profound respect for people grappling 
with addiction. “People who get into recovery understand personal 
responsibility and have respect for that in all phases of their lives,” 
he says. “They say, ‘This is what I have to do,’ and they do it. I’ve seen 
families that were totally dysfunctional put their lives back together.”

As he immersed himself in the field, the once indifferent student 
found he was ready to go back to school. He enrolled at Lyndon 
State College in Vermont, where he earned a master’s degree in 
education with a focus in counseling.

“I was serious this time,” he says. “And as with any educational 
experience, I met different people from different walks of life.”

In 1988, he moved on to Clearbrook Treatment Centers in Wilkes-
Barre, Pa., where he served as vice president for another 16 years, 
learning more about the business side of treatment and recovery.

CeDAR calls. Then in 2004, he got a call “out of the blue” from 
Mame Fuhrman, who was then employment manager at UCH. She’d 
gotten Lisnow’s name from a colleague in Arizona. He was hazy 
about the position that was open, but he agreed to fly to Denver. 

“They were paying for the flight,” he jokes.

He wasn’t prepared for the experience that followed. The facility 
he came to visit wasn’t a facility at all. “CeDAR was just a design,” 
he says. But he was immediately interested after he met the late 
Robert Harmon, MD, CeDAR’s founding medical director and an 
addiction psychiatrist.

“We clicked immediately,” Lisnow remembers. “We had the 
same passion and love for helping people get into recovery. 
Our philosophy was the same – that people change when they 
decide their behavior needs to change. We both wanted to help 
people in recovery through a commitment to behavioral change.”

A second interview helped to cement his ultimate decision to take 
on the job of executive director of a new and unproven facility. 
“I met tons and tons of people, and they all shared the same 
commitment [Harmon had].”

When the hospital offered him the position, Lisnow, then 60, was 
up front about his plans. “I told them I was a five- to six-year man, 
that I’d already planned to retire at age 66.” That turned out to be 
good enough for the hospital.

Days at the beach. True to his word, Lisnow now moves on to 
what he calls “a new adventure with his wife and grandkids.” 
He’s off to Oak Island, North Carolina, where he and wife Karen 
have built their retirement home. He plans plenty of golf, deep-sea 
fishing and time with his extended family. 

“It’s the right thing to do, but I have mixed emotions,” he says. 
“This is absolutely the greatest place I have ever worked. The 
hospital lives its mission of caring for the patients they serve.”

Obviously proud of his accomplishments, he says the credit for 
CeDAR’s success goes to the staff.

“They have made CeDAR a nationally known, quality treatment 
center,” he states. “That’s an amazing thing in six-and-a-half years. 
And people recognize that our affiliation with University 
of Colorado Hospital puts us a step ahead of other facilities.”


