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Creating Great Places for Women to Work

In today’s environment, healthcare 
organizations must be at the 
top of their game. In order to 

boost performance and achieve and 
sustain measurable financial results, 
leaders must create workplaces 
where all employees feel engaged 
in and passionate about their jobs. 
Understanding and attending to the 
needs of women, who make up 83 
percent of the healthcare workplace, 
can go a long way in creating those 
great workplaces. 
  
To that end, Studer Group conducted a 
Work/Life Blend study in 2008 that focused 
on how the healthcare industry is meeting 
the needs of women. The results of the 
study, in which approximately 8,000 women 
who work in healthcare were surveyed, 
offer a glimpse at the problems that female 
employees face. It yielded some interesting 
findings, and an opportunity for healthcare 
leaders to ensure that their organizational 
culture minimizes the issues faced by 
female employees. For instance: 
 
◆ Only 47 percent of women 
surveyed are satisfied with their 
current work-life balance. But that 
doesn’t mean they aren’t happy with 
their work: 70 percent were satisfied with 
their work life—about the same as the 
percentage who said they were satisfied 
with their home life (75 percent). 
Additionally, more than 75 percent of 
women who responded indicated that, 
if given the chance, they would choose 
a career in healthcare again. Most (73 
percent) would recommend the field to 
their friends as well.

◆ 45 percent of the respondents 
experience a work-family conflict 
at least one day or more per week. 

Factors associated with a higher degree 
of work-family conflict included non-day 
shift work, mandatory overtime, having 
children under the age of 18, and having 
responsibilities for the care of other 
dependent relatives. 

◆ The strongest correlation with work 
satisfaction was the perception of 
supervisor support. Significant, positive 
relationships were also found between 
work satisfaction and reported levels 
of support from spouses, families, and 
employers, but supervisors mattered most.

◆ Women are looking for employer-
sponsored options to help them balance 
work and life. Concierge services were 
most desired; 63 percent of respondents 
indicated that they would use concierge 
services if they were available. Other highly 
desired programs related to flexible work 
options: 61 percent of respondents would 
take advantage of a compressed work 
week if it were available; 52 percent would 
work reduced hours; 46 percent would use 
flextime; 40 percent would use job sharing. 
In fact, flextime already is the second 
most frequently used source of employee 
support (used by 26 percent of respondents, 
available to 43 percent at the time the 
survey was conducted).

 To be sure, healthcare will always be a 
stressful and demanding profession, and 
few ED nurses will ever be able to leave at 
the drop of a hat to pick a sick child up 
from school. But at least we can make the 
rest of the job worth the sacrifices. 

A Culture Shift 
So … what can healthcare leaders do to 
create the kind of organizations in which 
women are free to do their best work? 
Here are a few suggestions: 

◆ First, get the basics right. Are any low 
performers lingering in your organization, 
bringing other employees down to their 
level and driving high performers away? 
Are your systems and processes inefficient? 
Do employees have to “make do” with 
outdated tools and equipment (or worse, 
without them)? Fix these big problems up 
front and half the battle is won … maybe 
even more than half. Most women already 
feel that they’re making sacrifices in the 
arena of family and self, so things at work 
had better go smoothly! 
  
Rounding for outcomes is the best way to 
ensure that there are no glaring problems. 
Done weekly (or even daily), this tactic 
allows you and your managers to regularly 
touch base with employees, make 
personal connections, recognize success, 
find out what’s going well, and determine 
where improvements are needed. 
   
◆ Ask for employee input. Women—
and men too, no doubt—need to feel 
that their ideas and insights matter. 
There are many ways to achieve this. 
Peer interviewing, in which a team 
of employees helps select their new 
coworkers, is one way. A “Bright Ideas” 
program, through which you harvest 
employee suggestions and actually 
implement them, is another. But even if 
you do neither of these, rounding (again!) 
will show your employees on a regular 
basis that yours is an organization that 
seeks out and values their input. 
 
 ◆ Don’t just give employees the 
“what” and the “how.” Also explain the 
why. Effective leaders make it a point to let 
employees know why the organization is 
rolling out a new initiative, implementing 
a cost-cutting measure, or issuing some 
other new directive. That means being 
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open about the state of the external 
environment and the organization’s own 
financial struggles. 

When leaders don’t share the “why,” 
employees may view this reticence as a 
lack of respect and a sign that they aren’t 
valued. When they see the big picture, 
they are far more likely to buy into the 
organization’s goals and work diligently 
to achieve them.  
  
≈Establish a strong work/life blend 
policy. Organizations should offer a 
variety of shifts and work options to 
employees in order to provide as much 
flexibility as possible. Generational 
differences dictate that shifts can no 
longer be “one size fits all.” Longer shifts 
three or four days a week are ideal for a 
young mother who wants to minimize 
day care, or for someone caring for an 
elderly parent or other relative. Women 
who participated in our Work/Life 
Blend Study seek a variety of flexible 
options—compressed work weeks, 
reduced work hours, flextime, and job 
sharing. Organizations that provide 
them will thrive.  
  
◆ Reward and recognize employees 
who do a great job.  Everyone wants to 
be appreciated for their contributions. 
Writing thank-you notes is one good way 
to achieve this. If you want proof, just 
require your leadership team to write 
thank you notes for several months to 
employees who have done excellent 
work. Watch the reaction! More often 

than not, the notes will appear on 
bulletin boards, or posted at employee 
work stations.  

◆ Help men and women learn each 
other’s language. Often, there are 
real, legitimate differences in the way 
men and women think. Organizations 
can facilitate relationships between 
all employees, but especially between 
supervisors and their direct reports, 
by training leaders to understand and 
adapt to the differences. That can pave 
the way to smoother communication 
and interactions.

Women are the Future  
Here’s a final point to ponder. Numbers 
from the Association of University  
Programs in Health Administration  
indicate that some 70 percent of 
students in undergraduate and graduate 
programs for healthcare administra-
tion are women. What do we want 
these women, some of the best and 
the brightest in our nation, to do with 
their careers? 
  
I say we want them on our team. We 
need them in healthcare. And if we 
don’t create a more inviting culture at 
the “senior table,” we’ll lose them—to 
pharmaceutical companies or big ac-
counting firms. Let’s all work together 
to create the kinds of organizations 
where women can freely share their 
unique gifts with their coworkers, 
physicians, patients, and the industry 
as a whole.  
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