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create this all-important research 
program. In addition to the MMRI, Dr. 
Kontaridis’ project, entitled “Elucidating 
the Functional Mechanisms by Which the 
Protein Tyrosine Phosphatase SHP2 is 
Involved in the Pathogenesis of Systemic 
Lupus Erythematosus,” also includes a 
collaboration with Dr. Vasileios Kyttaris 
from Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center 
and Harvard Medical School, who will 
provide MMRI with samples from lupus 
patients.

“Lupus results in an immunoreactive 
response where your own immune system

Pictured left to right is Dr. Maria Kontaridis, Executive 
Director, and Dr. Samantha Le Sommer, Postdoctoral 
Fellow, who will be assisting with the project.

Systemic lupus erythematosus (lupus) is 
a common and devastating autoimmune 
disease with a prevalence of ~20 to 150 
per 100,000 people. It primarily affects 
minorities and women of child-bearing 
age, causing fatigue, joint pain, rash, 
and fever. There is no cure for lupus and 
current treatments only work to improve 
symptoms. However, these strategies 
often have secondary, even devastating, 
side effects. Therefore, there is significant 
need and urgency to identify more 
specific and targeted therapies for this 
disease. Dr. Maria Kontaridis, Executive 
Director and Gordon K. Moe Professor at 
the Masonic Medical Research Institute 
(MMRI) aims to try to do just this, with 
grant support from a newly garnered 
Department of Defense (DOD) Lupus 
Impact Award, totaling $750,000. “We are 
grateful for this tremendous opportunity 
and are hopeful that the results of our 
work will have substantial impact, 
bringing better treatment options 
directly to patients. I am also deeply 
grateful to the Order of the Eastern Star 
and the support of the MMRI Board of 
Directors, for believing in this research 
and providing our lab the seed money 
necessary to generate the preliminary 
data needed to prove feasibility of our 
studies,” said Dr. Kontaridis. 

Kontaridis was one of only 10 new 
promising scientific studies funded 
nationwide by the Lupus Research 
Program (LRP) within the DOD, aimed 
to generate innovative and impactful 
lupus research. First established in 2017, 
lupus advocates, along with the Lupus 
Research Alliance, worked tirelessly to 
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recognizes your own cells as foreign and 
attacks them. Normally, it does this only 
when it detects something that does 
not belong to your own body,” said Dr. 
Samantha Le Sommer, a postdoctoral 
fellow in the Kontaridis laboratory at 
MMRI, “I am very excited our lab has 
received this funding, as I am eager to 
begin working on understanding the 
causal mechanisms leading to the onset 
of lupus.”

While the precise mechanisms do remain 
elusive, scientists have hypothesized 
lupus occurs as consequence of 
abnormal genetics (gene mutations), 
as well as by exposure to specific 
environmental factors (i.e., virus 
infections or x-ray exposure). “A person 
will have the genetic predisposition, 
which may or may not ever transpire, 
but the environmental component 
becomes the secondary hit, triggering 
the onset of the disease. Now, we can 
begin to truly get to the root of the cause 
and understand not only what genes 
are involved, but how they function to 
disrupt the normal regulatory processes 
of the immune system,” Dr. Kontaridis 
said, “Ultimately, the goal of our work 
is to figure out ways to improve the 
quality of lives.” 

“Lupus results in an immunoreactive response 
where your own immune system recognizes 

Dr. Maria Kontaridis, Executive Director, displays the proper technique for pipetting, a common component 
to most scientific experiments. Pipetting is a sterile and safe method to measure precise volumes of 
liquids to ensure the accuracy of an experiment.

your own cells as foreign and attacks them.  Normally, it
does this only when it detects something that does not 
belong to your own body.”

MASONIC MEDICAL RESEARCH INSTITUTE HONORS R:.W:. JAMES D. SWAN, JR.
R:.W:. James D. Swan, Jr. never expected 
to receive the call that would lead him 
to where he is today. In 2016, the then 
current Grand Master of NY, M:.W:. 
William J. Thomas, called to appoint 
him to the Masonic Medical Research 
Laboratory (MMRL); now the Masonic 
Medical Research Institute (MMRI) 
Board of Directors. Flash forward five 
years, and R:.W:. Swan now serves 
as Secretary of the Board and is the 
Chair of the Institute’s Building and 
Grounds committee. “I come from a 
multi-generation Masonic family. The 
MMRI had always been there, a part of 
the Masonic charities I knew about, but 
had never really engaged with. Now, 
the MMRI is very special to me, for I 
know and believe in what it promises 
for the future,” said R:.W:. Swan.

At his first Board meeting, R:.W:. Swan

looked around with curiosity. In 
the room with him were corporate 
business executives, lawyers, doctors, 
pharmacists, and surgeons, all very 
well-known and influential Masons, 
according to R:.W:. Swan, and he began 
thinking, “why am I here?” Little did 
he know, the MMRI was gearing up 
for what would become a multi-year 
and multi-phase renovation project, 
proposed to transform the internal 
design of the 63-year-old facility. 
R:.W:. Swan was the perfect man for 
spearheading the construction, as 
his background includes 40+ years 
in manufacturing facilities project 
management. “When we began talking 
about the renovation of the facility, I 
looked around the room once more, 
and said, now I know why I’m sitting
here.”  

Pictured left to right is R:.W:. James D. Swan, 
Jr. and Mrs. Sharon Swan receiving the honorary 
vine of life statue.

(cont. on next page)
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In 2017, MMRI started Phase I of a 
three-part reconstruction project. 
R:.W:. Swan quickly stepped in as the 
liaison between the contractors and the 
MMRI team. Primarily, his involvement 
consisted of communicating the vision, 
ensuring the desired image was met, 
and purchasing the new equipment. 
As the project evolved and grew, so 
did R:.W:. Swan’s involvement. Soon, he 
began making regular, weekly visits to 
the Institute to oversee the work being 
done, and, by the time MMRI was to 
enter Phase II, he says he was “all in.”

Now, with the completion of both Phase 
I and II, and Phase III on the horizon, it 
is evident how crucial R:.W:. Swan’s role 
truly was. In order to conduct state-of-
the-art science, MMRI needed a state-
of-the-art facility and new equipment, 
with updated research space that could 
host newly recruited top-tier scientists 
and their teams. “Once the plans were 
in motion for the updated laboratory 
space, we knew we needed R:.W:. Swan. 
His experience, knowledge, and 
dedication made this exciting change 
possible. He is the reason we can 
now walk through a fully renovated 
and modern laboratory, necessary 
for the life-changing work being 
done at the Institute every day,” said 
R:.W:. David F. Schneeweiss, Chairman 
of the MMRI Board of Directors. 

Pictured left to right: R:.W:. James D. Swan, Jr. and Bro. Anthony Cucci, MMRI’s Fraternal Relations and 
Development Associate, select a location to  display  R:.W:. Swan’s leaf on the Vine of Life.

In honor of R:.W:. Swan’s unparalleled 
dedication these past 5 years, the MMRI 
Board of Directors was proud to present 
him with a gold leaf on the Roswell T. 
Swits Vine of Life. The leaf rightfully 
commemorates R:.W:. Swan’s diligence, 
time, and energy bestowed to the 
construction projects so desperately 
needed, projects that are not yet over. 
“We are deeply indebted to R:.W:. Swan 
for his dedication and commitment 
to this project, and to the MMRI. He 
helped make our vision a reality, and as 
a consequence, the sky is the limit for 
where our research efforts can go and 
what we can achieve,” said Dr. Maria 
Kontaridis, Executive Director, Gordon 
K. Moe Professor and Chair, Director of 
Research of MMRI.

“There are a lot of names on the vine 
that I am in awe of. To have my name 
included, well it’s a little bit surreal” said
R:.W:. Swan. Despite his shock at being

asked to join the Board, and the slight 
intimidation of joining a group of well-
established and acclaimed Masons, 
R:.W:. Swan surely is now among them, 
having found his place in the MMRI 
family. Moving forward, R:.W:. Swan will 
continue his efforts with Phase III of the 
construction plan. So long as MMRI’s 
vision includes expansion, R:.W:. Swan 
knows his place is secured. “When the 
Board meets today, our discussion 
rarely touches upon where we are now. 
The conversation steers towards where 
we are going in the next 5, 10, 20 years 
from now.”

The transformation to the Institute 
since 2017 has been monumental, 
“if someone who worked here in 
the 80s or 90s were to visit today, 
without seeing the external view of 
the building, they would not believe 
it’s the same place,” R:.W:. Swan said. 
In 5 years, R:.W:. Swan envisions 
MMRI to be exceeding capacity and 
in need of an additional building; the 
current facility being incapable of 
further expansion. With this growth, 
each research focus area would also 
expand. The science portfolio would 
take on new diseases and disorders, 
administrative staff would need to 
increase support for science, and the 
Institute would continue to strive for 
scientific excellence in technology and 
innovation. The science being done at 
the MMRI is, “the science of tomorrow,” 
said R:.W:. Swan. “While we cannot be 
sure how long it will take, we know the 
end result will be for the betterment of 
humanity, and that’s really what all this 
is about. The expansion of the MMRI is 
an investment in a better future.

      “He helped make

and as a consequence, 
the sky is the limit for 
where our research 
efforts can go and 
what we can achieve.”

our vision a reality

R:.W:. James D. Swan, Jr.’s commemorative leaf for 
his dedication to MMRI’s contruction project.



ultrasound nanotheranostic-based 
materials for cancer diagnosis and 
therapy with Dr. Robert F. Mattery at UT 
Southwestern Medical Center. Finally, 
just prior to joining Dr. McCarthy’s 
laboratory at MMRI in 2019, Dr. 
Rajendran worked at the School of 
Medicine at Stanford University with 
Drs. Ramasamy Paulmurugan and Sanjiv 
Sam Gambier, developing nanoparticle 
technology as a suitable method for 
drug delivery. “The multidisciplinary 
nature of the McCarthy research 
group attracted me to the MMRI, 
precipitating my move from Stanford,” 
said Dr. Rajendran, “to fill in the gap 
in knowledge on the development of 
targeted nanotheranostics for broad 
range treatment of diseases. Since 
joining the McCarthy lab, I have been 
fortunate to receive mentorship from 
Professors McCarthy and Kontaridis, 
as well as scientific training from 
additional faculty,” said Dr. Rajendran, 
“and I hope one day I am able to lead 
an innovative and productive academic 
research lab of my own.” 

Dr.  Rajendran is  scheduled to 
virtually attend the 14th International 
Co n gre s s  o n  Sys te m i c  Lu p u s 
Erythematosus (LUPUS 2021) and the 
21st IEEE International Conference 
on Nanotechnology, which will 
focus on nanofabrication, nanotools, 
nanomaterials, and nanomedicine. Both 
venues will grant Dr. Rajendran a larger 
platform to present his exciting research 
to a national scientific audience in the 
near future.

DR. RAJENDRAN WINS POSTDOCTORAL FELLOWSHIP AWARD
The Masonic Medical Research Institute 
(MMRI) proudly celebrates Dr. Jagathesh 
Chandra Bose Rajendran, a postdoctoral 
fel low in Dr.  Jason McCar thy ’s 
laboratory, on his receipt of the 2021 
Halfond-Weil Postdoctoral Fellowship. 
Sponsored by the 8th Manhattan 
District Lodge of the Grand Lodge of 
Free and Accepted Masons of the State 
of New York, this is the second annual 
competition for this grant, awarded to 
a top-talented research fellow at the 
MMRI for research excellence. With the 
support of the Postdoctoral Fellowship 
award, Dr. Rajendran will be able to 
further advance his research project, 
potentially leading to the development 
of novel nanotechnologies for the 
therapy of autoimmune disorders. 
“The skills Dr. Rajendran brings to our 
team, and the scientific community, 
have been nothing short but amazing. It 
has been rewarding to act as his mentor 
for the past 3 years, assisting and 
working with him on nanomedicine,” 
said Dr. Jason McCarthy, Associate 
Professor, “Dr. Rajendran has been an 
incredible addition to the MMRI team, 
bringing fresh ideas, talent, and a great 
propensity for learning.” 

The Halfond-Weil  Postdoctoral 
Fellowship is an internal, competitive 
grant award for MMRI postdoctoral 
fellows. The grant, which totals $50,000 
for one year, helps to support salary 
and project materials necessary for 
the research. Dr. Rajendran’s proposal 
entitled, “Targeting organ/tissue-
specific immune cells with engineered 
nanohybrids,” aims to develop new

advanced materials for the treatment of 
autoimmune disorders, including lupus, 
a devastating disease that primarily 
affects women in child-bearing years. 
He first became interested in this area of 
science during his undergraduate and 
master’s education under the tutelage 
of Dr. Tamil Nadu at MGR Medical 
University in India, where he majored 
in pharmaceutical studies.

He continued his education and 
training at the School of Integrative 
Engineering at Chung-Ang University, 
focusing on bioengineering with 
Drs. Hansoo Park and Soo Hong Lee. 
From there he went on to learn how 
to prepare and characterize targeted 

MMRI’s Postdoctoral Fellow, Dr. Rajendran wins 
the Halfond-Weil Postdoctoral Fellowship for the 
year 2021.

	  “The skills Dr. 
Rajendran brings to our 
team...have been nothing 
short of amazing.”

LIN LAB DEVELOPS NOVEL TECHNIQUE FOR ISOLATING FAT

4

JoVE publishes peer-reviewed scientific video 
protocols to accelerate biological, medical, 
chemical, and physical research.

Brown fat, also known as brown adipose 
tissue (BAT), is a special type of fat that 
helps maintain body temperature. 
Importantly, brown fat is a biological 
fuel linked to metabolic rate and fat 
storage. In a recent publication, Dr. 
Zhiqiang Lin, Assistant Professor at the 
Masonic Medical Research Institute 
(MMRI) and senior author of the 
manuscript, successfully developed a 
new way to enrich isolation of brown

fat cells for use in his biochemistry 
studies. “When faced with a scientific 
setback, we simply start tackling 
potential hurdles,” said Dr. Lin. One of 
these was having a need to develop 
a better way to isolate these fat cells.

BAT is comprised of multiple cell 
types, which makes it difficult to 
isolate brown fat cells specifically 
without contamination by other cell

(cont. on next page)
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populations in the tissue. Prior to Dr. 
Lin’s research, there was no efficient 
method to do this. “This technique 
will allow my lab, and the labs of other 
investigators, to more clearly study the 
relationship between brown fat cells 
and other cell types in BAT” said Dr. Lin.

The publication in JoVE also creates 
videos of the experimental technique, 
to help educate the scientific 
community on the process (JoVE.com). 
A team from JoVE visited the Institute 
to record a demonstration of the 
technique by Steve Negron, a Research 
Assistant in the Lin Lab and first author 

of the manuscript. Additional authors 
on the manuscript include Dr. Bing Xu, 
Postdoctoral Fellow in the Kontaridis 
Lab at MMRI. The manuscript titled, 
“Isolating Brown Adipocytes from 
Murine Interscapular Brown Adipose 
Tissue for Gene and Protein Expression 
Analysis,” and corresponding video 
can be found at doi: 10.3791/62332. 

“Brown fat, also known 
as brown adipose tissue...helps 
maintain body temperature and 
is a biological fuel linked to 
metabolic rate and fat storage.”

THROUGH THE MICROSCOPE

MASONIC MEDICAL RESEARCH INSTITUTE WELCOMES NEW STAFF 

Mr. Stephen F. Izzo joined the Development, Marketing & Communications team in March, as the 
Principal Development Officer. His role focuses on working with our supporters in the greater New 
York City area to inspire gifts that will help grow the mission of the Institute. He has over 15 years 
of development and non-profit experience, having worked for schools and universities, medical 
centers, and most recently CCS Fundraising, where he designed and implemented strategy to help 
various clients achieve their missions and fundraising goals.

Stephen F. Izzo
Principal Development Officer

Dr. Zhiqiang Lin, Assistant Professor at MMRI 
and senior author of the manuscript.

Saravanakkumar Chennappan, Ph.D., Postdoctoral Fellow in the Kontaridis Lab, shows pluripotency markers for inducible pluripotent stem cells (iPSCs). The 
Kontaridis lab can transition adult cells from patients with a particular disorder to iPSC embryonic cells. They are then transformed into any human cell type 
of interest, such as brain or heart cells, and used to study a particular disease and find ways to prevent or reverse its consequence.
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IN GRATITUDE: R:.W:. SHELDON B. RICHMAN
The Masonic Medical Research Institute 
(MMRI) was founded by the Grand 
Lodge of Free and Accepted Masons 
of the State of New York in 1958. Our 
foundation arose from the principles, 
passion, and dedication of Masons such 
as M:.W:. Raymond C. Ellis, who was the 
first President of the MMRI, then named 
the Masonic Foundation for Medical 
Research and Human Welfare. Over 
the years, the Masonic Brotherhood 
has continued to support and lead 
the MMRI in its inspiring mission. 

Among others, we have been grateful 
to receive the generous support from 
a special member of MMRI’s Board of 
Directors, R:.W:. Sheldon B. Richman, the 
founding member of our Cornerstone 
Society. “I’m extremely proud to serve 
on MMRI’s governing board where I 
can work with brethren and scientists 
in suppressing or curing some fatal 
ailments—like heart disease—to help 
humanity. I’m also proud to support 
MMRI’s initiatives to combat autism, 
a passion of my colleague, R:.W:.
Pat Imbimbo,” said Bro. Richman.

York and Virginia,” Bro. Richman 
noted. In April of 2015, Bro. Richman 
was approached by the then Grand 
Master of New York State, M:.W:. 
William J. Thomas, to serve on the 
MMRI Board of Directors. “The Grand 
Master was confident that my talents 
and varied experiences were needed 
as the MMRI was in the middle of a 
transition. Over the next 30 months, 
I was part of the team that charted 
the Institute on its current course 
towards excellence.”Inspired by his 
mentors of the Shakespeare Lodge, 
who emphasized the importance 
of contributing to the financial 
success of the Masonic Charities, 
Bro. Richman is the embodiment 
of this principle. Each year since 
his retirement, he has arranged for 
qualified charitable donations (QCDs) 
from Individual Retirement Accounts 
(IRAs) to be allocated to several
Masonic organizations, including 
the MMRI and the Masonic Home of  
Virginia, both of which Bro. Richman
passionately supports. “I believe that 
the Great Architect of the Universe 
has guided me through a fulfilling 
career in antitrust law, noteworthy 
achievements in New York and Virginia 
Masonry, and successful investing to 
assure a comfortable retirement. In fact, 
I call on our retired Masons to begin or 
expand their personal QCD programs
to benefit the works of our Grand 
Lodge’s charities,” said Bro. Richman.

With the recruitment of Dr. Maria
Kontaridis by the MMRI Board of 
Directors in 2017, the Institute entered 

a season of growth and are now well on 
their way to greatness, according to Bro. 
Richman. “I envision that MMRI will be 
a leader among top medical research 
institutions and will be at the forefront 
of revitalizing the health care sector in 
the Mohawk Valley Region of New York.”

It is through the generosity and 
unwavering support of Bro. Richman 
and others like him that MMRI
continues to revolutionize, push, and 
advance the science that will ultimately 
lead to major breakthroughs. We are 
deeply grateful to Shelley Richman 
for his dedication to our mission, 
vision, and science. His support makes 
possible the research that will benefit 
tomorrow and ultimately result in 
better treatments and therapies for 
all humanity. From all of us at MMRI, 
for all you do, and continue to do, 
we say, thank you, R:.W:. Richman.

MMRI’s Board of Directors Member, R:.W:. Sheldon B. Richman, founding member of our Cornerstone 
Society.

         “I’m extremely proud to 
serve on MMRI’s governing 
board where I can work with 
brethren and scientists in 
suppressing or curing some 
fatal ailments...”

R:.W:. Sheldon Richman’s path to 
the MMRI Board was a unique and 
winding one. He began his journey 
as a Mason in 1968 as a member of 
Shakespeare Lodge No.750 in the 
old Sixth Manhattan District. Despite 
pursuing a law career in Washington, 
D.C., he maintained his connections 
with the Brothers of Shakespeare; 
over a decade later becoming a 
Lodge officer. Over the next 40 years, 
he would continue to hold numerous 
positions within Masonic organizations.

“From 2009 to 2015, I was content 
and privileged to straddle two great 
Grand Jurisdictions, being active in 
Masonic organizations in both New 

Let’s Connect!

http://www.mmri.edu

/MasonicMedicalResearch
Institute

@Masonic_Medical

Linkedin.com/company/
masonic-medical-
research-laboratory

@MasonicResearch



SUPPORT MMRI
The generosity of our Freemasons and friends provides MMRI scientists with vital 
�nancial resources needed to conduct their innovative research. Every gift helps 
further build the foundation of our researchers unlocking the possibility of lifesaving 
discoveries and improving the health and quality of life for all of humankind.

Please consider partnering with our scientists by making a gift: 
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MMRI is proud that nearly half of our scientific 
staff is comprised of women. For the month 
of February, we celebrated the talented 
women scientists of the MMRI in honor of 
International Women and Girls in Science 
Day, commemorated on February 11. This 
day serves to recognize the important and 
ever-growing role women and girls play 
in Science, Technology, Engineering, 
and Math (STEM), and how, with hard 
work and determination, anyone can 
become a successful scientist.  The 
advice of our talented team applies not 
only to girls and women, but to anyone 
working towards a STEM-based field. 

To seek insight as to what it means to be 
a woman scientist, eight of our talented 
team members shared with us tips of 
the trade.  Here, they discuss their career 
journey, the mentors that inspired and 
supported them, and offer advice to 
young and aspiring scientists on what it 
means to never give up on your dreams.

Be sure to follow MMRI on social media to 
support STEM and stay up to date on the latest 
news.

INTERNATIONAL
WOMEN AND GIRLS
IN SCIENCE DAY

“My dad in particular drove my passion for education 
and was the first to instill the notion that I could do 
anything, be anything, so long as I worked hard and 
never gave up.”

Dr. Maria Kontaridis 
Executive Director

Mrs. Mayurika Desai
Research Assistant

“Never listen if someone tells you science is 
not for girls, have a strong determination.”

‘18

‘03

Ms. Rena Collandra 
Research Assistant

“Always remember to keep an 
open mind, be accepting of what 
is, and be honest with yourself. 
Do not compare your journey 
to someone else’s. Everything 
will happen in its own time 
and when you are ready for it.”

‘20
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Dr. Samantha  Le Sommer
Postdoctoral Fellow

Dr. Luana 
Nunes Santos 
Postdoctoral
Fellow

“Science is amazing and has 
so many avenues to explore. 
Find what sparks your interest 
and go for it. Keep an eye out 
for internships or shadowing 
opportunities to sample the field 
or talk to people doing interesting 
work. People love to talk about 
their research and would love 
to hear from aspiring scientists.”

Dr. Yan Sun
Postdoctoral Fellow

“Go for it, follow your dreams. Don’t listen to people who 

‘21

‘21

tell you it is impossible to be a scientist as a woman (I was 
told this several times early on during my education).”

Dr. Coralie Poizat 
Research Associate Professor

‘18

‘18

“Don’t be shy, speak out your idea 
loudly and believe in yourself.”

“My mother always told me, “you 
get to cry tonight, and tomorrow 
you pick yourself  up and tr y 
again.” I try to live by that advice.”

Dr. Michelle Hulke
Associate Computational
Biologist I

‘20

“I am here, working hard for better opportunities to learn more 
and translate my knowledge to actions that will help people 
with congenital heart disease. All with the support of my past 
and current supervisors, friends, and family.”
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MMRI GROWS THEIR DEVELOPMENT, MARKETING, AND COMMUNICATIONS TEAM

In only three years, the Masonic Medical Research Institute (MMRI) expanded 
their staff from 17, to a total of 52 and counting! Back in 2017, our team 
consisted of 7 scientists and 10 administrative employees. This growth has 
advanced the breadth of our team and allowed us to pose new questions that 
broaden the scope of our research. All of this is made possible through the 
generosity of the Masonic Fraternity, our local community, and the awarding 
of state and federal research grants that support our science, building 
renovations, and state-of-the-art equipment and technologies here at the MMRI. 

As a not-for-profit organization, we rely on and are indebted to philanthropic 
support for our success. Part of this means building a team of talented and driven 
Development Officers that can help propel our mission, provide information to 
those interested in learning more about us, and be our advocates that relay the 
importance and impact of our research and efforts to the world. In this regard, the 
MMRI is proud to introduce three new members to our Development, Marketing 
& Communications (DMC) team, all recruited here within the last 6 months. 

Mrs. Hillary Cote joined in July of 2020 as a Development Data Analyst, tasked with 
managing our donor database. Her expertise on Raiser’s Edge, a state-of-the-art 
donor management system, has helped MMRI transform the state of our data. “We 
are working hard to help create an impact with our donors and community. Using 
an integrated software system ensures data integrity and transparency so we can 
better engage with our donors. Our ultimate goal is for our donors to know the 
good that has come from their generosity – and how appreciative we are of their 
unyielding support,” said Mrs. Cote, “We look forward to fully implementing the 
new software and improving our development communications with our donors.” 

Mrs. Cote has extensive experience in database management, donor relations, 
and fundraising. Before joining the MMRI, she worked in fundraising operations 
at the Friends of Bassett Healthcare Network and at Boston Medical Center. “I 
was thrilled to join the MMRI when I saw the innovation and forward thinking 
by my new colleagues. I am passionate about healthcare, and the drive here 
to improve lives through research to meet the needs of our global community 
is incredible,” said Mrs. Cote. Most recently, she has been working with the 
Best Practices Council of the AASP (Association of Advancement Services 
Professionals), as a panelist on a series of Donor Relations/Gift Compliance best 
practice webinars. We are lucky to have Mrs. Cote here at MMRI and are excited 
about her commitment to fundraising. “Her leadership in seeking advancement

of her own development skills, as well 
as offering advice to help other non-
profits enhance their own operations, 
speaks to the mission of MMRI as a 
whole: to serve our communities and 
improve the quality of life of others,” 
said Dr. Maria Kontaridis, Executive 
Director, Gordon K. Moe Professor and 
Chair, Director of Research at MMRI.

MMRI’s Development, Marketing and Communications team. Pictured left to right: Stephen Izzo, Principal Development Officer; Anthony Villanti, 
Development, Marketing & Communications Director; Bro. Anthony Cucci, Fraternal Relations & Development Associate; Victoria Wenke, Marketing & 
Communications Assistant; Hillary Cote, Development Data Analyst; Kayliegh Caruso, Marketing & Communications Associate.

In January of this year, we also 
welcomed Mr.  Anthony Vi l lanti , 
Director of Development, Marketing & 
Communications. After searching for 
the right candidate for the position 
for almost a year, Mr. Villanti’s vast 
experience with not only development 
and marketing, but human resources as 
well, made him the perfect addition to 
our team.  “The recruitment of Mr. Villanti 
was well worth the wait. His experience, 
personality, and communication skills 
are precisely what we were looking 
for in a leader for our Development, 
Marketing & Communications team. 
Since January, he has brought the team 
together, improving integration of 
the department, and working towards 

“This growth has
advanced the breadth of
our team and allowed us
to pose new questions that 
broaden the scope of our 
research.”
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establishing a framework for processes,” said R:.W:. Alvaro 
F. Quiroga, President of the MMRI Board of Directors.

“I was always told I was a people person,” said Mr. Villanti, 
which is why he pursued a degree and career in the field of 
personnel and human resources (HR) management. His first 
HR job was with Smith Corona, a typewriter manufacturer, 
where he supported the HR function for a manufacturing 
facility of roughly 2,000 employees. After the company 
relocated, Mr. Villanti spent 10 years at the Herkimer County 
Trust Company; first as their Human Resources manager, 
and eventually as Vice President of HR. Following this, he 
was headhunted by Lasalle Labs in Little Falls, NY, where 
he spent nearly two years as their HR manager until the 
company relocated to North Carolina. In 2004, Mr. Villanti 
was approached by a former colleague about an opportunity 
within Utica College’s Advancement department. For 
sixteen years, he was involved in nearly every aspect of the 
development office, from frontline fundraising traveling to 
meet with donors, to directing advancement services, and 
finally, serving as the Executive Director of Donor Relations 
and Stewardship. Interestingly, when he joined the College, 
they too were ramping up their development function on 
the heels of a database conversion, similar to what MMRI is 
now doing, in rebuilding their databases using Raiser’s Edge. 
Having experienced this unique set of growing pains, Mr. 
Villanti was well-equipped to step in and assist the Institute 
as we aim, “to implement best practices and structures within 
development functionalities,” said Mr. Villanti. Aligning the 
development and marketing departments as a singular unit 
is an important goal for Mr. Villanti. His role here stresses the 
need to effectively utilize the talents of the team, improve 
the utilization and recording of our data, and implement 
sound fundraising, marketing, and communications tactics.

Finally, our most recent recruit, Mr. Stephen Izzo, Principal 
Development Officer, has over 15 years of professional 
development experience. His role will focus on fundraising 
within the greater New York City region, where he will work 
directly with donors to inspire support helpful to the growth 
of our mission. “The onboarding of Mr. Izzo has been much 
anticipated. His experience and passion for helping non-
profits achieve their goals is impressive. We look forward 
to the growth destined to come from his involvement 
and the breakthroughs that will be made possible by the 
relationships Mr. Izzo stewards,” said R:.W:. Robert Hewson, 
Vice-President of the MMRI Board of Directors.

Mr. Izzo began his career within the marketing field, 
acting as a writer and managing the execution of external 
and internal communications. Upon reevaluating his 
professional trajectory, he made the decision to pursue 
work in the non-profit sector. After spending a year as a 
high school English teacher, Mr. Izzo was approached by 
the superintendent of the schools about stepping into the 
role of grant writer. “I had always wanted to be a revenue  
generator, initially wanting to work in sales. When I wrote 
that first grant and saw the success from it, I thought wow, 
this is great; you can write to advocate for a cause and
generate support. I gradually built up to bigger and bigger
grants and was successful. I enjoyed this work, finding that 
I was helping to make a difference for the students and the

school,” said Mr. Izzo. From there, Mr. Izzo set out to further 
advance a career in development. At Seton Hall University, 
he started off writing grants, but always knew he wanted 
to move into major gift fundraising. “Working with people 
and donors has always been enjoyable to me. I like to see 
prospects as glasses half full, being positive of the potential 
to connect with someone and make an impact,” Mr. Izzo 
said. Throughout his time there, he became attuned to the 
development functions, and was eventually promoted to 
Director of Major Gifts for the Business School and College 
of Nursing. He further advanced his fundraising experience 
through roles as the Director of Development for the 
Somerset Health Care Foundation in Somerset, NJ, and as the 
Vice President & Chief Advancement Officer at Saint Peter’s 
Preparatory School in Jersey City, NJ. For the past two years, 
Mr. Izzo served as the Executive Director of CCS Fundraising, 
consulting with clients across philanthropic sectors, including, 
University of Oxford, St. Joseph’s University Medical Center, 
and Good Reason Houston. In the consulting realm, Mr. Izzo 
worked to design implementation strategies to help clients 
achieve their missions and fundraising goals.

“When working in consulting, you are not actually working 
with the donor, but rather, you are informing the client on 
how to best work with them. After 2 years, while I enjoyed 
the work, I really wanted to get back to having that direct 
relationship with donors,” Mr. Izzo said. After hearing about 
the Institute, and meeting with numerous members of the 
staff, Mr. Izzo was impressed. “In particular, Dr. Kontaridis’ 
vision for the Institute and the progress she has already 
accomplished, along with the increased exposure of the 
MMRI, really resonated with me,” said Mr. Izzo. The vision of Dr. 
Kontaridis can be seen in her cultivation of the Development, 
Marketing and Communications team; the inclusion of Mr. 
Izzo leads us one step closer to achieving our most sought-
after goals.

           “We look forward to bearing 
witness to the great work to come 
from this team in the near future”

“I like to see prospects as glasses
half full, being positive of the 
potential to connect with someone
and make an impact.”

Together, these three talented individuals join our amazing 
existing DMC team comprised of Mrs. Kayliegh Caruso, 
Marketing & Communications Associate, Bro. Anthony 
Cucci, Fraternal Relations & Development Associate, and Ms. 
Victoria Wenke, Marketing & Communications Assistant. The 
combination of Mrs. Caruso’s talented eye for graphic design 
and photography, Mr. Cucci’s knowledge of the Masonic 
Fraternity and personable deportment, and Ms. Wenke’s 
engaging social media and compositions, along with the 
experience and skillsets of Mrs. Cote, Mr. Izzo, and Mr. Villanti, 
create a top-tier team of promising magnitude. “On behalf of 
the Board of Directors, and the Institute as a whole, we look 
forward to bearing witness to the great work to come from 
this team in the near future,” said R:.W:. David F. Schneeweiss, 
Chairman of the MMRI Board of Directors.
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