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Contents and Summary

INTRODUCTION
In the past 20 years, work-life integration has become an issue for organizations interested in 
increasing productivity, talent acquisition, and retention. The purpose of this guide is to bring 
to the attention of The Equity Collaborative members and its allies the Gold Standards in 
human resource policies that cultivate balance among employees and reflect the values of 
inclusion and anti-racism within institutions.  

THE SITUATION
Research by the Center for Women Policy Studies finds that most women of color in executive 
and senior management positions report that excessive amounts of work, limited career 
advancement opportunities, long hours, racial discrimination, and sexual harassment disrupt 
work-life integration. One-third of those surveyed by the Center reported actively looking for 
a different job with better work-life policies, with most citing balance as a key factor when 
choosing a place of employment. There is evidence that the situation is similar for all women. 
Employment discrimination affects 40 percent of LGBTQ+ employees in the workplace, often 
causing them to avoid conversations about their personal lives with coworkers and leading to 
greater division between personal and professional spheres and higher rates of burnout. 
Gender discrimination and sexual harassment in medical residency programs are, in fact,
the leading causes of burnout and employee dissatisfaction among women physicians. 

POLICIES TO INCREASE BALANCE
Evidence suggests that enhancing fully inclusive gender equity in organizational leadership 
requires a work-life integration lens within human resource policies. Some proposed 
solutions include having formal, transparent, standardized, and published human resource 
policies that are regularly tested for their impact on employee engagement. Research also 
finds that employees with better balance are happier, more productive, and more likely to 
stay with their companies.

MATERNITY LEAVE
Gold Standards in this area include use of the term parental leave; avoiding overlapping 
maternity and paternity leaves; providing manager support letters to women who take 
maternity leave to reduce unconscious bias against their career advancement; creating
Keep-in-Touch Programs (KETP); and allowing gradual and flexible opportunities to return to 
work. Gold Standards also recommend parental leave for at least three months fully paid and 
extended to all parents and employees. 
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PAID FAMILY LEAVE
Gold Standard policies include three 
months of paid leave, with at least 80% 
wage replacement. 

ADOPTION REIMBURSEMENT
Gold Standard policies have a minimum of 
12 weeks paid leave for a newly adopted 
child and up to $8,000 reimbursement for 
adoption fees.                                        

JOB REINSTATEMENT
Gold Standard policies recommend 
guaranteed reinstatement at an equivalent 
job after 12 weeks. For other types of leave, 
reinstatement is guaranteed for 10 weeks 
or more. 

JOB SHARING
Gold Standard policies permit job sharing 
between compatible employees, which 
fosters creativity, productivity, and 
flexibility for the two or more employees. 

FLEXIBLE HOURS
Gold Standard polices allow for flexible 
hours on a regular basis, as well as working 
from home, especially after parental leave. 

SCHEDULED WORK HOURS
Gold Standard policies support shorter 
work hours and the reduction of 
consecutive long shifts to encourage 
greater productivity and higher patient 
safety and engagement. 
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SCHEDULING
Gold Standard policies recommend posting 
schedules two weeks in advance, and core 
schedules for employees that are 
determined week to week. Shift swapping 
is allowed.

OVERTIME
Gold Standard policies allow overtime to 
be combined with shift time and capped at 
12 hours. Overtime should be discouraged 
during night shifts and spread evenly 
among employees.

HOLIDAY PAY
Gold Standard policies suggest 8-12 holiday 
days in baseline PTO for every employee at 
the start of each year.

PAID TIME OFF (PTO)
Gold Standard policies determine baseline 
PTO on length of employment rather than 
organizational rank, and automatically 
place a set number of sick and vacation 
days in an employee’s bank each year (with 
no carryover of PTO from year to year to 
encourage use of the benefit). More PTO 
can be accrued as the employee works 
more hours. Alternatively, many companies 
are now instituting unlimited PTO.  
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BEREAVEMENT  LEAVE
Gold Standard policies offer up to five days 
of paid leave for any death that may affect 
the employee (family member, close friend, 
work partner, etc.), with a gradual return to 
work schedule. Some employees may need 
more than five days (in Judaism, for 
example, relatives mourn for seven days). 
Companies may wish to consider including 
grief counseling in employee wellness 
benefits. 

EMPLOYEE WELLNESS
Gold Standard policies include healthy 
food, gym memberships, full medical 
insurance with wellness physicals, nutrition 
counseling, weight control programs, 
health education, nap rooms, and stress 
reduction programs.  

RELOCATION
Gold Standard policies include fully-funded 
moving costs, help with the sale and/or 
purchase of a home, and rent support for 
six months. 

COMMUTER BENEFITS
Gold Standard policies encourage 
employers to pay for bus passes, reimburse 
parking, and offer incentives for carpooling 
and eco-friendly travel. 

EDUCATION REIMBURSEMENT
Education for professional development 
(not necessarily for a degree) is reimbursed 
up to $5,250 a year.
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DRESS CODES
Gold Standard policies limit dress code 
guidelines to health and safety concerns, 
and prohibit anything potentially offensive 
to the public. Casual Fridays are also 
discouraged.

NEW NORMS POST COVID-19  
Investing in tech, delegating decision-
making responsibilities, allowing flexibility, 
checking in with employees’ mental health, 
showing gratitude for employees, and 
telecommuting have all become essential 
practices during COVID-19. These policies 
are expected to continue following the 
pandemic.

ATTRACTING GEN-Z
Work-life integration is critical for Gen-Z, 
a generation that expects a digital 
company, student loan repayment support, 
financial planners, debt repayment 
through payroll deductions, social groups, 
healthy eating options, employee wellness 
programs, and onsite, affordable daycare. 

ATTRACTING MILLENNIALS 
Autonomy, balance, and a social mission 
are highly attractive to millennials, who will 
comprise 75 percent of the workforce by 
2025. To attract and retain millennials, 
organizations should communicate 
passion for their mission and create 
comfortable, employee-centered 
workspaces. Flexible hours, 
telecommuting, and regular breaks during 
the day are also attractive offerings. 
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The Situation

In the past 20 years, work-life integration has become a topic of conversation for companies 
interested in increased productivity, talent acquisition, and retention, particularly in 
healthcare. Research shows that almost 40 percent of female physicians go part-time or leave 
medicine altogether within six years of completing their residencies, due to discrimination, 
poor personal vs. work-life integration, and pay discrepancies.

These challenges have been exacerbated during COVID-19, as telework has added stress to 
work-life integration. As of September 2020, over 860,000 women left the workforce. While 
some employees appreciate the flexibility, others are anxious to get back to the office. This 
paper examines some of the cutting-edge policies surrounding COVID-19. Some of the more 
important policies for women include flexible hours, work from home, and paid family leave.

To foster equity and inclusion among all employees, The Equity Collaborative (TEC) has 
compiled this report to highlight how work-life integration policies affect women, with a 
specific focus on working mothers and women of color. 
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Polices to Increase 
Balance

It is imperative that companies enhance work-life 
integration. Study after study finds that employees who 
balance work and life are happier, more productive, 
work more than 20 percent harder, and stay with their 
companies longer. 

Some proposed solutions to achieving balance include 
having formal, transparent, standardized, and 
published policies. Regularly surveying employees to 
measure improvements in their job satisfaction can 
help track the effectiveness of these policies.

Ideally, some of every employee’s work should consist 
of research and learning (as in Google’s “20 percent 
rule” that allows for time each day for creative 
pursuits). Gold Standard policies support time for 
innovation, research, and sabbaticals. Other burnout 
avoidance strategies include shorter hours, lunch 
breaks, onsite exercise and yoga rooms, paid cross 
training, and psychological services. Mentorship and 
sponsorship programs related to learning and 
development are crucial to employee satisfaction and 
work-life integration. 

Though there are clearly institutional barriers that 
impact the satisfaction of women in the workforce, 
working mothers are particularly disadvantaged. 
Limitations imposed and stigmatized by family leave 
policies serve to hinder opportunities for working 
mothers.
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Maternity Leave

The Gold Standard renames maternity and paternity leave to the more inclusive terminology 
of parental leave. Relatedly, because many policies have heteronormative and gender binary 
language, policies should be updated with use of “they,” rather than “him” or “her.”

Policies surrounding maternity leave and flexible hours affect women’s work-life balance the 
most. Businesses with better paid family leave policies have observed reduced turnover and 
increased employee recruitment and retention. One study found that 77 percent of 
respondents factored in the amount of paid family leave in choosing one company over 
another, and half said they would rather have more parental leave than a pay raise. 

Research shows maternity leave reduces maternal stress and lowers infant mortality. 
However, studies also show that the longer new mothers are away from work, the less likely 
they are to be promoted, move into management, or receive a pay raise once their leave has 
ended. They are also at greater risk of being fired or demoted. A study conducted by Harvard 
Business Review pointed out a few Gold Standards regarding maternity leave, finding that 
women who documented longer maternity leave on their resume were perceived as less 
desirable, but a manager’s letter speaking to a woman’s work ethic could overcome negative 
perceptions around their commitment. In addition, the study found that female applicants 
who took a 12-month maternity leave were perceived as more committed to their jobs (and 
ultimately hirable) when a Keep-in-Touch program was used.

Keep-in-Touch programs allow parents to stay in contact with their workplace and colleagues 
while they are away. Parents can choose to participate at their discretion; the individual on 
leave is paired with a coworker who keeps them updated on their projects, clients, and other 
colleagues. Managerial letters providing additional information about a parent’s work and 
career goals must be provided when they apply for a new job or position. It may be best if 
return to work is gradual and flexible (working from home being an option). 
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Offering time off for fathers helps destigmatize family leave. The Gold Standard suggests that 
paternity and maternity leaves should not overlap within a family because research found 
that when family leave is offered as shared time, women take most of the time. In Canada, 
only 13 percent of eligible men use parental leave (compared to 91 percent of eligible new 
mothers), even though Canada’s leave is intended to be gender neutral. Mandating a given 
time of staggered parental leave for each parent helps to create equity in leave, making it 
more normative for men and women to leave work and care for children.

Gold Standard policies recommend family leave for at least three months fully paid. Policies 
should apply equally to all parents (mothers, fathers, adoptive, foster, etc.) and all employees 
(salaried, hourly, full-time, part-time, and subcontractors). Policies should be transparent and 
accessible. 

Below is an example of a Gold-Standard leave policy:

WEEKS 1-12

• Full-time parental leave with full salary

WEEKS 13 - 24

• Option A: Return to work after 12 weeks, at half of pre-leave working hours and full regular 
salary

• Option B: Continue full-time leave with 50 percent of regular salary; return to work with full 
duties after 24 weeks

See Appendix for additional resources.
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Paid Family 
Leave

Seventeen of 34 OECD countries provide 
the Gold Standard of at least three months 
of paid leave for children’s health needs. 
The World Policy Center reports that a 
“wage replacement rate of at least 80 
percent is needed to address poverty and 
promote gender equality in leave-taking.” 
Forty-six percent of employees who 
needed to take a family or medical leave 
chose not to because they could not afford 
to take unpaid leave. 

Few families use adoption 
reimbursement, but it creates goodwill 
between the employer and employee. 
Gold Standard policies have a minimum 
of 12 weeks paid leave for a newly 
adopted child and up to $8,000 
reimbursement for adoption fees. Some 
companies have gone above and beyond, 
such as Ferring Pharmaceuticals, who 
offers up to $25,000 adoption fee 
reimbursement. 

Adoption
Reimbursement

Job Reinstatement
FMLA requires that reinstatements be ensured unless the employee is deemed a “key employee” 
or if an employee was hired for a certain period of time and that time has been completed. The 
covered employee must be guaranteed an equivalent job with equal benefits and pay. Employees 
must only provide two days’ notice to return to work, and employers cannot delay their agreed 
upon work starting date. For other types of leave, Gold Standard policies recommend 
reinstatement guaranteed for a minimum of ten weeks. 
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Job Sharing

The Gold Standard is to provide job sharing opportunities. Job sharing partners provide more 
consistent service to clients than two part-time employees, but partners must be 
professionally and personally compatible. For scheduled and unscheduled absences, 
a partner can seamlessly fill in as long as constant and clear communication is maintained. 
Job sharing partners can bring their unique perspective and skillset to the job, fostering more 
creativity and productivity. Job sharing also creates learning opportunities where partners 
can teach each other innovative approaches to their work. Partners have more time outside 
of work to focus on personal responsibilities, allowing them to focus their energy when they 
are at work.

Flexible Hours
Despite large economic gains in the last century, female workers are still the major contributors to 
household activities. Part-time pay penalties are directly related to occupational segregation, 
which heavily affects women. Working long hours, and a continuous presence at work, is often 
rewarded, creating stigma and negative consequences around those who ask for flexible hours or 
to work from home. The Gold Standard suggests policies supporting flexible hours and work from 
home policies because they greatly benefit women and help lessen gender inequality in the 
workplace. 

One study found that formal employment reduces the preferred number of children by 0.35 and 
the actual number of children by 0.50. Fertility and pursuing formal employment are directly 
related because they strongly affect how people allot their time. Women struggle to balance 
family care and work, often leading them to choose one or the other. More and more studies 
suggest that women value flexibility at work more than men. A 2018 study found that a change in 
children’s schedules affected the probability of the mother working regular hours, while the 
probability of a father working regular hours was unaffected by a change in his child’s schedule.
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Scheduled Work Hours

Long hours interfere with work-life balance and decrease productivity. A Stanford University 
study concluded that employees who worked a 40-hour week were much more productive 
than employees who worked a 60-hour week. Another study found that nurses who had their 
shifts reduced to seven hours with an hour for lunch experienced higher memory recall, 
improved stress, and a better attitude toward work. The odds of burnout and job 
dissatisfaction were reported to be 2.5x higher in nurses who had longer shifts. Seventy 
percent of patients who were treated by nurses with longer shifts reported less satisfaction 
than patients treated by nurses with shorter shifts.

Shorter hours result in higher productivity, health, and wellbeing. Optimally, residents should 
have 8-hour shifts. Although the ACGME established restrictions in 2011 that reduced the 
maximum shift lengths to 16 hours for first-year residents and 28 hours for more experienced 
residents, residents still averaged 80-hour work weeks. This is dangerous for patients and the 
health of residents and is not productive. 

The National Institutes of Health published a paper stating, “There are innumerable studies 
confirming that sleep deprivation erodes virtually every aspect of people’s work 
performance—including judgment, motor skills, and basic reasoning. A recent poll found that 
nearly 90 percent of Americans believe residents’ shifts should be 16 hours or less, and over 
80 percent of those surveyed said that they would request a new doctor if they knew their 
physician was concluding a 24-hour shift.” 1.3 million healthcare errors occur each year, and 
of those errors, 48,000-98,000 result in the death of patients. When fatigued, the risk of error 
increases exponentially. Shifts beyond the traditional eight hours have been associated with 
increased risk of errors, incidents, and accidents. Studies also indicate that extended work 
hours negatively affect employee health and wellbeing, and result in increased fatigue for 
shift workers, decreased alertness, and lower productivity. 
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Another study published by NIH found 
that 80 percent of physicians suffer from 
moderate to severe emotional 
exhaustion, 61 percent experience 
moderate to severe depersonalization 
toward patients, and 44 percent have 
moderate to low feelings of personal 
accomplishment. Nearly half of 
physicians had at least one symptom of 
burnout, and 95 percent of physicians 
reported that work encroaching on home 
life was a major contributor to stress. 
Burnout among doctors leads to 
increased medical errors, poor retention, 
and poor quality of care, in addition to 
poorer health outcomes. This costs 
hospitals a significant amount of money, 
contributing to the problem of clinician 
shortages and strikes. The Gold Standard 
supports shorter hours and the reduction 
of consecutive long shifts to encourage 
personal vs. work-life balance.

Gold Standard policies surrounding 
scheduling include a core schedule, where 
the employee has a set of shifts or a set 
number of hours per week, schedules 
posted two weeks in advance, and shift 
swapping. The American Express Business 
Forum noted that lawmakers in Oregon 
and Washington, DC, are exploring fining 
employers for adjusting employees' 
schedules less than three weeks in 
advance. It has been proposed that for 
each shift changed, a business would have 
to pay an employee for one additional hour 
along with the money paid for the time 
worked. 

Employee input is the most important part 
of scheduling. A report by the Economic 
Policy Institute found that 45 percent of 
employees work a schedule entirely set by 
their employer. This study also found that 
when employees’ input is not valued and 
used to shape their schedule, employees 
are less motivated and less satisfied. To 
make scheduling easier, many companies 
use online scheduling software such as 
Homebase and TrackSmart scheduling. 
Through these software programs, 
companies are tracking busy hours/days to 
develop trends and use predictive 
scheduling. 

Scheduling
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Overtime
Gold Standard policies suggest that 
overtime combined with shift time 
should be capped at 12 hours. This 
means someone working an 8-hour shift 
could do four hours of overtime, while 
someone working a 10-hour shift could 
only do two hours of overtime. Overtime 
should be discouraged during night shifts 
because circadian rhythms make 
working long hours even more dangerous 
due to a higher risk of fatigue. 

Spread overtime evenly, and do not allow 
certain employees to accumulate 
overtime, as this will increase their risk of 
burnout. This can also be accomplished 
by setting an annual cap for overtime 
hours. By using predictive scheduling, 
which develops schedules based on 
trends of busy hours/days, the demand 
for overtime will be reduced. Cross 
training also enables employees to cover 
shifts that may not be what they usually 
do, allowing more flexibility. 

Holiday Pay
Gold Standard suggests 8-12 holiday days of baseline PTO for every employee at the start of 
each year. Holidays are not specified, enabling employees of varying/non religious orientation 
to select their preferred observances. Employees must inform supervisors of the days they 
choose to celebrate.
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Paid Time Off (PTO)

Gold Standard organizations are now providing paid time off in lieu of paid sick days, paid 
vacation time, and paid personal days (extenuating medical or family emergency policies not 
included). New employees receive at least three weeks of PTO. PTO hours are increased per 
year of employment and can be earned by doing volunteer work. In addition, PTO may be 
gifted to other employees.

PTO demonstrates that the company trusts employees to appropriately manage their time. 
This leaves employees feeling more in control of their schedule. Gold Standard companies do 
not have carryover PTO from year to year in order to encourage the use of vacation and 
personal days, promoting personal vs. work-life balance. Managers and senior officers follow 
work-life balance policies, as well, as this encourages employees to erase the stigma 
surrounding taking time off. 

Some leading organizations are moving toward unlimited vacation days and sick days or 
unlimited PTO, which has proven to stimulate production and focus (since instituting this 
policy, Netflix has grown its market cap to over $51 billion). Organizations using unlimited 
PTO do not pay any unused vacation time to employees who are leaving the company. 
Companies such as GrubHub, Kronos, Netflix, and Hubspot, have adopted these policies, and 
surveys suggest their employees feel trusted and empowered. 

There is some debate around unlimited PTO. Some believe that by giving unlimited PTO, 
employees try to minimize the time they take off to show they are “hard workers” and thus 
undermine work-life friendly culture. Studies have found that the perception of time off is 
usually developed around the actions of managers and senior officers. If managers and senior 
officers take a reasonable amount of time off, employees will feel comfortable doing the 
same. Expectations should be clearly laid out by managers and senior officers. Unlimited PTO 
is an attractive policy for recruitment and retention purposes. According to MetLife’s 2019 
study, 72 percent of employees are interested in receiving unlimited PTO. 
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Bereavement

Bereavement leave fosters productivity, 
allowing employees to attend to self-care 
prior to returning to work. Bereavement 
leave also fosters company loyalty 
because it shows empathy and 
compassion to employees during a time 
when they need support. Gold Standard 
bereavement pay offers up to five days of 
paid leave with a gradual return to work 
schedule. Some states/individual 
companies have gone above and beyond; 
Oregon, for example, requires up to two 
weeks bereavement leave for companies 
with more than 25 employees. Some 
instances may require more than five 
days. In Judaism, the family of the 
deceased traditionally mourn for seven 
days. 

Ensuring every employee has a “work-
buddy,” who can take up some of their 
work during their leave allows for 
seamless transitions. Gold Standard 
companies now cover grief counseling 
under their employee assistance 
program. 
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Employee Wellness

Gold Standard policies encourage all workplaces to have pumping rooms for employees who 
are breastfeeding, in addition to onsite daycare with a sliding pay scale. Policies surrounding 
commuter benefits encourage employers to pay for bus passes, reimburse parking, and offer 
incentives for carpooling and eco-friendly travel. Some companies have gone further, paying 
for the gas of employees who commute.

For employees relocating, the Gold Standard recommends that employers cover all moving 
expenses (including any lease cancellation fees), offer bonuses and a pay increase (including 
cost of living adjustments), involve employees in community initiatives, help employees in 
buying/selling their house, cover rent for six month to a year (or supply housing). Gold 
Standard policies pay employees for house-hunting trips and storage costs, as well. Other 
companies have supplied additional assistance to the spouses and partners of employees.  

Gold Standard corporate wellness programs include healthy and affordable onsite dining 
options, free gym memberships, health challenges with incentives, addiction cessation 
programs, health insurance that covers mental health, guided meditation courses, onsite 
quiet rooms, access to online healthy cooking, full medical and dental health insurance 
(chiropractors covered), free regular check-ups, free nutrition plans, stipend for wellness 
activities, and nap areas. Wellness programs improve productivity, lower employer 
healthcare costs, reduce absenteeism, improve recruitment and retention, and boost 
employee morale. 
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Education 
Reimbursement

Almost one-third of workers have student debt. Gold 
Standard policies for education reimbursement offer 50 
percent total tuition reimbursement over the course of a 
year – up to $5,250 (the federal cap for tuition benefit 
expenditures to be exempted from withholding tax) – for 
undergrad courses and $8,000 for graduate studies. Tuition 
reimbursement is offered for classes (not necessarily 
towards a degree) that aid the employee in professional 
development.  Gold Standard tuition reimbursement is given 
on the condition that the employee will continue working for 
the company for two years after graduation. Employees 
usually must earn a C or above to be reimbursed, and claims 
must be submitted within 90 days of being notified. Gold 
Standard policies suggest that education for professional 
development that is not necessarily working towards a 
degree should also be reimbursed up to $5,250 a year. 

A study by the International Foundation of Employee Benefit 
Plans found that 39 percent of programs increased employee 
satisfaction and loyalty, 13 percent increased productivity, 
44 percent increased employee skills necessary for the job, 
and 16 percent attracted top talent. Sixty percent of 
respondents said that they would pick a job with strong 
potential for professional development over one with regular 
pay raises, and half of millennials said they expected an 
employer’s financial support in paying for further education. 
In the American Student Assistance Survey, 76 percent of 
working professionals with student debt said that if a 
prospective employer offered a student loan repayment 
plan, it would be the deciding factor in choosing the job. 
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Dress Codes and
Casual Fridays

Gold Standard policies limit dress code guidelines to 
health and safety concerns, and prohibit anything 
potentially offensive to the public (explicit, sexual, etc.). 
Standards also state that hair is worn out of the face, 
and no restrictions are placed on style or head 
coverings. Moreover, tattoos are allowable as long as 
they are not inappropriate. Jewelry should be limited to 
small earrings and necklaces that can be tucked in the 
shirt for safety reasons. Nails should also be short for 
safety and efficiency of job tasks (when appropriate), 
and can be painted if polish is not chipping.  

The CDC states the following:

• It is recommended that healthcare providers do not 
wear artificial fingernails or extensions when having 
direct contact with patients at high risk (e.g., those in 
intensive care units or operating rooms).

• Natural nails should be kept less than one-fourth 
inch long. 

• Some studies have shown that skin beneath rings 
contains more germs than comparable areas of skin 
on fingers without rings.

ON CASUAL FRIDAYS
Casual Fridays were originally designed by men for
men, while women have often felt pressure to maintain 
their professionalism. In fact, many women have 
written about being passed over for promotions and 
recognition as a result of casual dress.
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Incorporating Anti-Racism in 
Human Resources
Racism routinely manifests in hiring practices, performance evaluations, work assignments, 
and promotions. A more diverse workforce results in increased job performance, higher 
revenue, increased customer base, and a more trusted brand. In addition, 67 percent of job 
seekers say a diverse workforce is an important factor when evaluating employers. 

HIRING
Job descriptions should be carefully written to include gender and racially neutral language. 
To minimize unconscious bias, computer programs should screen applicants and/or remove 
applicant names and nationalities when initially reviewing applications. Currently, “Black 
sounding” names are 50 percent less likely to get called back for an interview than “White 
sounding” names, and female names are 30 percent less likely to get called back than men. 
Removing names and nationalities for preliminary interviews helps mitigate the effects of this 
unconscious bias. At one company, use of an AI assessment tool resulted in 44 percent more 
female applicants being chosen for interviews. 

Furthermore, studies have shown that when there are an equal number of men and women, 
women have an equal chance of being hired; when women make up 25 percent of the 
applicant pool, they are unlikely to get the job. The same is true of diverse applicants. 

Evidence has shown that people are more impressed with people who “remind them of 
themselves” or have similar backgrounds. As a result, companies should be mindful of their 
talent pipeline to ensure they are choosing employees from diverse groups. For example, 
UC Berkeley has a list of minority and LGBTQ+ organizations where they regularly send job 
listings. 

When hiring, it is important to ask questions about opinions of diversity to ensure all 
employees will contribute to a safe space for everyone. A hiring committee should consist of 
diverse members who have received bias and diversity training.

In terms of qualifications specified in job descriptions, decide what is essential to the job. In 
some cases, a higher degree may not truly make a difference in job performance and could 
discriminate against those who have lacked access to additional education. 
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• What are the fundamental characteristics of 
organizations that create an inclusive 
environment? 

• What are the most challenging aspects of a 
diverse working environment? 

• Share an experience that demonstrates 
your respect for differences.

• Describe a time you communicated a 
complex concept to an individual who 
spoke English as a second language. 

• What does social justice mean to you? 
How do you incorporate this principle in 
your work? 

• What tools/techniques do you employ to 
promote collaboration among 
underrepresented groups? 

• What behaviors or decisions allow you to 
function most effectively when working 
with diverse patient populations and staff? 

• Explain how diversity has played a role in 
your career. 

PERFORMANCE EVALUATIONS
When context and criteria are 
ambiguous for performance evaluations, 
there is more room for bias. Women are 
more likely to receive ambiguous 
feedback than men and receive less 
praise and actionable guidance; 85 
percent of female managers and 76 
percent of male managers found 
performance evaluations subjective and 
highly ambiguous. To fix this, 
performance evaluations should include 
specific criteria and concrete 
suggestions for how an employee can 
improve. 

CREATING A SAFE SPACE FOR 
DIVERSITY
Create an environment for diversity by 
addressing stereotypes and 
misconception so that employees feel 
comfortable participating in facilitated 
discussions on race. Research on White 
fragility should be discussed, as well as 
inequities in your organization and how 
you are working to fix them. Employees 
are looking for organizations to show 
support for anti-racist, LGBTQ+, and 
gender equality movements. You should 
also consider forming affinity groups for 
People of Color and women. 

Strong whistleblower policies also 
communicate accountability, 
transparency, and safe and structured 
channels for reporting. 
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• Give leadership and hiring managers training, 
case studies, and industry-specific monitoring 
data

• Provide regular updates to the Board 
(at least annually) on reported issues, 
retaliation incidents, and program results

• Assure that employees have adequate channels 
for reporting and resolving issues or retaliation

• Develop a program with safe and structured 
channels for reporting

• Make it easy for employees to “casually” report 
or ask questions at an early stage

• Be prepared to provide protection and 
confidentiality to those who report

• Examine all issues employees raise, even if 
delivered in an unwelcome way

• Evaluate how more open reporting channels 
could have prevented incidents; look at (and 
learn from) possible system failures

• Eliminate formal and informal incentives and 
value systems that encourage or permit 
retaliation or discourage reporting

• Provide training on what constitutes retaliation

• Respect confidentiality and anonymity 

• Know that cover-ups and false narratives to 
discredit the employee are common

• Investigate reports of issues promptly, 
thoroughly, and transparently

• Ensure that nothing precludes an individual 
from reporting or communicating with 
government agencies, even with non-disclosure 
agreements or policies in place

• Provide only general policies or cursory 
summaries to the Board

• Shield the Board and senior leaders from 
employee concerns or issues of retaliation

• Assume policies and statements are enough 

• Rely on having told people to “speak up”

• Force reporting to be public 

• Leave an employee exposed or subject to 
resentful peers and supervisors

• Assume or assess motives for raising the issue

• Focus first on the employee who reported the 
incident before investigating other possibilities

• Assume that retaliation is rare, obvious, or 
personal

• Assume that everyone will “know it when they 
see it”

• Discount anonymous reports; they are often the 
most serious

• Assume that past lower-level assessments of 
the employee or issue are correct

• Require employees to disclose that they have 
reported or communicated with a government 
agency

Incident Response
Do’s and Don’ts
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• Take all reports of retaliation seriously

• Maintain contact with and protect the employee 
throughout the process

• Recognize that failure to address retaliation 
discourages future reporting and may lead 
employees to report incidents externally

• Ensure and standardize confidentially

• Use third party, independent investigators, 
if needed

• Respond quickly and transparently to retaliation

• Understand that some retaliatory behaviors are 
considered acceptable, but must be addressed 
immediately

• Track emerging issues and incidents

• Pay attention to the types of issues reported to 
proactively identify troubling trends

• Independently evaluate the effectiveness of 
anti-retaliation programs

• Sample a broad and diverse group of employees 
for confidential, independent, written surveys 
about workplace culture

• Conduct interviews to assess culture, collect 
grievance information, and monitor 
investigations 

• Establish safeguards to avoid conflicts of 
interest for external auditors

• Institute and enforce provisions in third party 
and supplier contracts and codes of conduct

• Consider publishing results from third party 
audits

• Ignore issues because they seem minor or the 
source or employee is questionable

• Address the complaint from a defensive 
perspective

• Isolate the employee or excuse retaliation 

• Assume that the lack of reported incidents mean 
that none are occurring 

• Allow “lobbying” about a case

• Promise anonymity if it cannot be guaranteed; 
confidentiality is typically sufficient

• Question the motivations of individuals who 
report retaliation

• Rely solely on a strong chance of prevailing in 
court or that issues will go away with a legal 
“win”

• Punish or threaten punishment for reporting 
issues or retaliation

• Assume from a simple survey that workers are 
willing to raise issues

• Assume that people intuitively know what 
constitutes retaliation and how to recognize, 
prevent, and stop retaliatory behaviors

• View reports of problems as negative 
information 

• Close investigations too quickly, without 
resolving issues, sharing results, and ensuring 
fairness in the handling and outcome 

• Assume that good intentions are good enough 

• Withhold or restrict information from the Board

Incident Response
Do’s and Don’ts



Work-Life Balance 
Post COVID-19
McKinsey research suggests that after COVID-19, companies should implement daily team 
check-ins, weekly 30-minute CEO reviews, and twice-monthly 60-minute reviews, which will 
help employees feel more on top of their work and foster better work-life balance. One-third 
of businesses surveyed by McKinsey said remote models were as effective as traditional 
models, and 31 percent said remote models were more effective. 

Companies should enhance and expand digital models so that more work can be done online, 
allowing for greater flexibility, and improving work-life integration. Especially during times of 
crisis, devoted and motivated employees make or break the success of the company. 
Employees who have a strong work-life balance will be more loyal to the company and harder 
workers. Retraining employees for online work that can be done at home will be essential.

Delegating decision-making will also be vital for quick action, giving employees a greater 
sense of agency and therefore greater satisfaction at work.

Post COVID-19, it is in a company’s best interest to be sensitive to the emotional and 
psychological wellbeing of their employees. Employees should be surveyed regularly on their 
emotional state and home situation. Showing gratitude to employees and facilitating open 
dialogue about company plans and employee concerns will help boost morale. 

A McKinsey study reported that 80 percent of those questioned enjoyed working from home. 
Employees have been able to use the time usually spent on travel and commuting on 
household activities, providing greater balance. In addition, employers can have access to a 
larger pool of talent when work is virtual. That said, employees may not enjoy working from 
home long-term. Therefore, working from home is a Gold Standard policy when it is optional 
rather than mandatory. 
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Attracting Gen Z

A major factor in choosing where 
to work for the Gen Z demographic 
is a company’s work-life 
integration practices. Some 
policies that are attractive to 
Gen Z include student loan 
repayment support, financial 
advice on how to consolidate debt 
and establish an emergency 
savings account, and online 
services to evaluate and select 
loan repayment options. Gen Z is 
also interested in the ability to pay 
loans via automatic payroll 
deductions, employee resource 
groups, and time and onsite space 
for exercise and relaxation. 

To attract Gen Z, companies should pay for on-call time, go as digital as possible, offer training 
and learning from home, have flexible hours, designate a room for mothers to pump or nurse, 
and welcome healthy, onsite eating options. 

In the last year, 34 percent of organizations have increased benefit offerings, with 28 percent of 
these benefits in the space of work-life balance. Affordable onsite daycare with a sliding scale pay 
system is also attractive to this generation. 

Moreover, higher pay and better work-life balance policies can also aid in recruiting talent to rural 
areas, so consider giving tours of the area and involving potential hires in community activities. 
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Attracting Millennials 

By 2025, millennials will make up 75 percent of the workforce. To attract millennials, 
companies should communicate passion for their work and create comfortable, employee-
centered workspaces. Organizing social clubs and employee get-togethers help foster a 
feeling of belonging. Millennials also value work-life integration. Granting employees 
autonomy, offering flexible hours, telecommuting, and providing breaks during the day will 
improve millennial satisfaction. Career advancement opportunities are also important for 
attracting millennials. Millennials are quick to leave when they are not satisfied, therefore it is 
critical that employees feel valued. Education reimbursement is highly attractive to 
millennials, as well as top-tier benefits for healthcare, wellness, and PTO. Meeting face-to-
face is still essential to this demographic, with nearly three in four preferring in-person 
communication to virtual. Millennials are more socially conscious, as well, so policies 
allowing PTO accrual for volunteer hours are attractive. Millennials need regular feedback and 
recognition, and appreciate diversity and equal opportunities. 
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Paternity Leave Has Long-Lasting 
Benefits. So Why Don’t More 
American Men Take It?

In 2017, my family and I began an unintended experiment, testing the effects of paternity leave. 

When my first son was born in 2012, I had only recently joined The New York Times and all I got off was the 
week of vacation I had stored up at the time. 

By the time my wife and I had our second son in 2017, the newspaper had significantly ramped up its 
support for new fathers, and I got 10 fully-paid weeks to spend with our growing family. For my wife and 
me, those first two months of life with a newborn were just as sleepless as they’d been the first time 
around. But there were fewer fights and less resentment, and my wife got back to her own work more 
quickly. 

Long after I returned to the office, I noticed little differences in the way I related to my second son that 
seemed most easily explained by the extra time I’d spent with him. To this day he regularly calls out for me 
in the night in a way that my first son rarely did. And when I am with him, I feel a certain intangible sense of 
ease that has only come more recently with my older son. This feeling of ease, along with my growing 
comfort with wrangling both kids at once, have had predictably positive effects on my wife, reducing her 
stress levels, and making us both happier. 

While I’ve always been hesitant to attribute too many of the subsequent improvements in our family life to 
the parental leave I took in 2017, a growing body of research suggests that paternity leave does, in fact, 
have far broader effects than we might have anticipated, including some which endure years after the 
leave period itself. 

Over the last two years, Richard Petts, a sociology professor at Ball State University, and Chris Knoester, a 
sociology professor at Ohio State University, have co-authored a series of papers, analyzing data from 
long-term surveys of thousands of American families. Their research demonstrates that paternity leave 
provides lasting benefits, not only to relationships between fathers and their children, but also to mothers 
and to relationships between the parents. 

In their most recent paper, published in May 2019, Dr. Petts and Dr. Knoester found that, even nine years 
later, children whose fathers took at least two weeks of paternity leave after they were born reported 
feeling closer to their fathers than children with fathers who did not take leave. In research on married 
parents for a forthcoming paper, the sociologists found that even relatively short periods of paternity 
leave caused couples’ divorce risk to drop and to remain significantly lower for as many as six years to 
come, even as their children reached school age. 
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“The big news in the U.S. is that the boost is not just in the year or two after a child’s birth,” Dr. Petts told 
me. “It seems to be more sustained.” 

This new work on American families builds on several earlier papers, mostly from Europe, where paternity 
leave is more common, which found that fathers are, in the long term, more likely to remain involved in 
parenting and to equitably divide household chores with their partners if they take time off after their 
children arrive. A recent study from Sweden found that mothers whose partners were offered flexible paid 
leave in the year after a child’s birth were less likely to need antibiotics and antianxiety medication. 

Despite mounting evidence of the benefits of paid parental leave for fathers as well as mothers, occasional 
high-profile news about a major international company offering paternity leave, and legal wins such as the 
settlement in which JPMorgan Chase agreed to provide equal benefits to fathers and mothers, the 
expansion of paternity leave programs in the United States remains slow. 

Public enthusiasm for paternity leave has been growing: A 2016 Pew Research Center study found that 
nearly 70 percent of Americans support some form of paid leave for new fathers. There are signs of a rapid 
cultural shift as well. Though, in 2014, New York Mets second baseman Daniel Murphy faced widespread 
criticism for taking three days off for the birth of his son, just four years later, basketball player Dwayne 
Wade was showered with support when he missed six games following his daughter’s birth in 2018. 

Nevertheless, recent surveys suggest that, while most American men take some time off work after the 
birth or adoption of a child, most take no more than a few days’ leave. 

There are several reasons new fathers in the United States return to work so quickly, the most obvious 
being the lack of a national policy mandating paid leave for all workers. The Family and Medical Leave Act 
guarantees 12 weeks of unpaid parental leave, but its eligibility requirements are strict (to qualify, an 
employee must have worked at least 1250 hours during the 12 months before the start of the leave period, 
for an organization employing at least 50 people within a 75-mile radius), and many American workers do 
not meet them. 

Even fewer American parents have access to paid family leave. Though six states—California, Rhode Island, 
New York, New Jersey, Washington and Massachusetts—as well as the District of Columbia have passed 
paid family leave laws, their provisions vary. A March 2018 national survey conducted by the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics found that only 16 percent of workers in the United States have access to some paid 
family leave through private-sector employers. 

And research suggests that, even when fathers do gain access to paid parental leave, they may be 
reluctant to take it. After California’s paid family leave law, the first such law enacted in the United States, 
took effect in 2004, economists Charles L. Baum and Christopher Ruhmfound that the percentage of men 
taking time off after a child’s birth rose only modestly; the average period of parental leave taken 
increased by nearly five weeks for mothers, but only two to three days for fathers. 

.
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California fathers’ caution about embracing paid paternity leave wasn’t entirely irrational. Some studies 
do show that taking paternity leave can damage a man’s professional reputation and affect his future 
earning potential. 

“Men who take paternity leave do tend to be stigmatized and viewed as less committed employees,” said 
Rebecca Glauber, a professor of sociology at the University of New Hampshire. 

The successful expansion of paternity leave programs in other industrialized nations suggests that these 
cultural barriers can be overcome. Certain policies have been shown to be especially effective in 
encouraging men to take full advantage of paternity leave benefits. The adoption of a so-called “daddy 
quota,” for example—a use-it-or-lose-it period of paid leave earmarked for new fathers—has successfully 
boosted paternity leave participation rates in several Scandinavian countries. In 2006, in a departure from 
the rest of Canada, Quebec adopted a “daddy quota” similar to the Scandinavian model, offering five 
weeks of dedicated, non-transferable, government-paid leave to new fathers in the province. 

Within two years, 75 percent of new fathers in Quebec were taking paternity leave, up from 22 percent 
before the use-it-or-lose-it “daddy quota” was implemented, according to research by Ankita Patnaik, an 
economist at Mathematica Policy Research in Washington, D.C. 

Dr. Patnaik found that men in Quebec who’d taken the “daddy quota” continued to spend more time on 
household work, even one to three years after completing their paternity leave. Further, Dr. Patnaik’s 
research found, these fathers’ increased participation in household tasks appeared to free up their 
children’s mothers to pursue their own professional ambitions. One to three years after childbirth, 
mothers in Quebec whose partners had taken the “daddy quota” were working an hour longer per day, on 
average, and were 7 percent more likely to be employed full-time, Dr. Patnaik found. 

Richard Petts, the Ball State University sociologist who researches the impact of paternity leave on 
American families, said that he did not find solid evidence that paternity leave boosts mothers’ careers, 
but that may simply be because American fathers take much shorter paternity leaves than their Canadian 
counterparts. 

For my part, I came out of my own paternity leave with an easy ability to take both of the kids as soon as I 
was done at work, or to handle sick days when they came up. That allowed my wife to transition back to 
her own job more quickly, and to commit with more confidence to new projects. We are both still as 
overwhelmed as most other parents of little kids, but at least we feel like we’re muddling through it 
together.
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Mandatory Paternity Leave: 
The Key To Workplace Equality

Switzerland recently passed a law that mandates new fathers take paternity leave. Conservative 
politicians collected over 50,000 signatures to force a referendum. They dismissed the law as radical, even 
though it only required ten days of paid leave. Why require men to take leave when they are not clamoring 
for it? 

Ultimately, by a 3/5 majority, Swiss voters approved the statute. For Switzerland, a relatively conservative 
country on questions of gender equality, this marks real progress. It makes a small step toward the much 
more assertive programs to encourage men to take parental leave, such as Sweden’s Parental Leave Act, 
which gives several additional months of leave to families where both parents take leave. Sweden’s goal 
was to get women to work and men behind strollers. Switzerland’s ten days seems small change in 
contrast, but its paternity leave mandate will truly advance work-life balance. 

Why do we have to force men to take leave? Because men fear the intense stigma of prioritizing their 
family over work. Work must hold an absolute priority over their lives. This Total Devotion, to use 
Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s term, means that men miss out on key family moments, from doctor’s 
appointments to school plays. They miss such experiences not only for work, but also seem to display 
their availability for work. Although women form nearly half the workforce in most developed countries, 
men continue to hold the overwhelming majority of management positions, both in the private and public 
sectors, thanks to Total Devotion. 

Total Devotion prevents men from taking parental leave, even when paid, and even when officially 
encouraged by an employer. Relatively few men take parental leave. They’re scared of the judgment of 
their male colleagues–that they are more beholden to their spouse (usually their wives) or children rather 
than their (usually male) boss or a client. The resulting stigma basically subjects men who take leave to the 
motherhood penalty. That penalty punishes women with less interesting or less urgent work than what’s 
available, because employers fear entrusting those who may prioritize family will lead to work left undone 
or unsatisfied clients. Parents who serve as caregivers face foregoing interesting work, salary 
advancement, promotion and other benefits. Work is a competition, and taking leave is laying down one’s 
arms. 

It then becomes necessary to force men to take leave. The mandate frees men from having to make the 
decision themselves. They will not seem to be playing hooky, because the law requires it. These ten days 
alone will allow them time with their families and children at the most important moment in a new 
family’s life. The social and emotional benefit of closer ties with children is priceless. A girl holds a flag as 
she walks with her father during a nation-wide women's strike for wage.
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But this statute is not just special rights for men. We live in a human ecosystem: allowing men to take 
leave affects everyone else in the workplace. 

Women benefit from men’s parental leave. Not just heterosexual women who coparent with men. All 
women face the motherhood penalty, and forcing men to take leave, neutralizes caregiving, reducing the 
work stigma that comes with family commitments. That penalty harms women even if they never intend 
to become mothers, as bosses refrain from giving women good work because they may leave. Women who 
do have children and take leave also step off the track. As a result, they earn far less - around 80 percent of 
what men make, and less than that for high-paying jobs. The net effect, over a woman’s career, is that that 
she will have about a third saved for retirement compared to a man. If men take leave as they should it will 
normalize the taking of leave, and the penalty against women will disappear. This alone can make an 
enormous difference in cracking the glass ceiling. 

People of all sexes, and not just parents, benefit from parental leave. If heterosexual cisgender women and 
men take parental leave in equal numbers, it will diminish the meaning of sex, because their roles, in 
family and then in work, will prove more similar. If cisgender women and men share both care and work 
responsibilities, the binary–the difference between the sexes–will come to mean less. In this sense, 
mandatory parental leave–for all sexes–will unsex our lives. As a result, discrimination against those of us 
who are transgender, nonbinary or gender fluid will diminish. 

Objections to mandatory paternity leave exist. Some men may not use the leave for childcare. The ten 
days, across society does add up to cost employers. Most of all, nobody likes to be forced in any 
circumstances. We all resisted wearing seatbelts when they became mandatory, but now it’s so universal, 
it’s invisible. Additionally, men, of all people, eschew the notion that they need the protection of the state. 

The relatively minor nature of these objections to parental leave pale in comparison to the opportunity to 
balance our society’s responsibilities and benefits across all sexes. We all benefit–even those of us who 
don’t have kids–from a world in which we are free to do anything regardless of our sex. Required paternal 
leave holds the key for more equal families, more equal workplaces, and happier lives.
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The White Coat: Symbol of 
Professionalism Or Hierarchical 
Elitism?

With the possible exception of a priest’s clerical collar, there is no workplace clothing as threaded with 
symbolism as a doctor’s white coat. Trained surgeons, soon followed by physicians, began wearing white 
lab coats in the late 1800s to distinguish themselves from the quacks and snake-oil healers who did not 
practice evidence-based medicine.

These days, depending on who you ask, the white coat might stand for professionalism, integrity, and the 
highest commitment to caring for the sick and suffering. Or it might represent elitism and the reckless 
spreading of germs.

While 97% of medical schools have a white coat ceremony, the use of the white coat in clinical settings 
varies considerably between institutions and specialties. Pediatricians and psychiatrists have been more 
vocal about avoiding them, for example, in part because patients find them threatening. The Mayo Clinic 
instructs its physicians to wear business attire only, citing a need to break down the barrier between 
physicians and patients.

Now, in the largest study of its kind, researchers at the University of Michigan surveyed 4,000 patients at 
10 U.S. academic medical centers and found that a physician’s clothing affects how patients view their 
doctor, as well as how satisfied they are with their care. Physicians who wore a white coat over business 
attire (navy blue suit and dress shoes) were deemed more knowledgeable, trustworthy, caring, and 
approachable, particularly by patients 65 and older. Doctors who wore scrubs with a white coat scored 
next highest, followed by those in business attire with no coat. Some exceptions: In both operating and 
emergency rooms, more patients preferred doctors in scrubs only.

“What we wear is such an easy thing to modify,” says Christopher Petrilli, MD, assistant professor of 
hospital medicine at the University of Michigan Medical School and lead author of the study. “At a time 
when we’re all trying to be more patient-centered, doesn’t it make sense to do what people want?”

IMAGE VERSUS INFECTION
Not everyone is on board with the white coat, though. “Asking patients what they want doctors to wear 
isn’t even a valid question,” says Mike Edmond, MD, chief quality officer and clinical professor of infectious 
diseases at University of Iowa Hospitals and Clinics. “No patient picks their doctor that way.”

He recalls wearing jeans to work one day early in his career, “because I’d just be doing paperwork. A 
patient needed me, so I apologized for not being in my ‘doctor clothes.’ He said, ‘I don’t care if you are in 
your pajamas. I just want you to help me.’”
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Besides, Edmond points to the robust evidence that white coats harbor potentially dangerous microbes, 
especially around the cuffs and pockets. Following an initial study in the United Kingdom in 1991, 
numerous other researchers have confirmed how germy white coats can be. By 2007, the BBC pronounced 
white coats as more or less dead. And in 2008, Britain’s National Health Service, which had already 
discouraged white coats because they created a barrier between patient and physician, insisted that those 
who chose white coats must be bare to the elbows. By 2009, the American Medical Association even toyed 
with the idea of banning white coats in hospitals.

Some argue that white coats might be safer if doctors laundered them more often. While almost 
everything else that comes in contact with a patient is sanitized or tossed, doctors typically wash their lab 
coats once every 12 days and only 70% of physicians admitted to ever laundering their neckties.

Some infection specialists, while acknowledging that there is no evidence yet to support the idea that all 
these white coat germs are making patients sick, say the answer is simply to roll up the sleeves. A 2017 
study, led by Amrita John, MD, an infectious disease specialist at University Hospitals Cleveland Medical 
Center, showed that long sleeves cause cross-contamination.

Her team had 34 health care workers wear coats with both long and short sleeves. First, they examined a 
dummy contaminated with DNA from the cauliflower mosaic virus and then one that wasn’t. (Harmless to 
people, the virus is similar to more destructive pathogens.) With long sleeves, 25% of the workers wound 
up with contamination on their coats. And 5% of the long-sleeved coats transferred the bugs to the clean 
dummies.

John’s stance on white coats is middle of the road. “In my medical school training in India, we didn’t want 
to have a barrier between patients and us. But it’s true many people expect doctors to wear them.” As a 
compromise, she supports wearing short-sleeved coats. “In medical school, we wore short sleeves 
because of the weather. Now, it’s because I don’t want to transmit pathogens.”

Virginia Commonwealth University School of Medicine has been out front in this area, providing doctors 
with a sleeveless black neoprene vest, which serves many of the practical needs of having a white coat 
without any of the infection risks, says Gonzalo Bearman, MD, chair of the division of infectious diseases.

With plenty of pockets, the vest keeps doctors warm but doesn’t restrict movement. “We chose black 
because the university’s colors are black and gold,” he says. “And we’ve now got between 70 to 80% 
compliance with bare-below-the-elbows, without a hard mandate. There’s no evidence this reduces 
infections,” he says, “but it’s a common-sense intervention.”

White coat alternatives may also help with the century-old “white coat syndrome.” First documented in 
1896, experts have long known anxiety about doctors can cause high blood pressure readings in as many 
as 30% of patients. And new research says it’s dangerous to write white coat syndrome off as benign: A 
mortality study found the risk of death is twice as high for patients with white coat hypertension as it is for 
those with normal blood pressure.
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RETHINKING THE MEDICAL TRAINING HIERARCHY
For first-year residents, white coats are short, typically hip length. Once they’ve completed that first year, 
they wear a longer coat, reaching toward their knees. Patients might not pick up on the difference, but 
insiders do. And that tradition, too, is under fire.

Osler Medical Residency Training Program at The Johns Hopkins Hospital, the country’s oldest, is 
abandoning its tradition of requiring first-year residents — those who have just finished medical school —
to wear short white coats. These new doctors complained that it established a hierarchy that placed them 
beneath more experienced residents and doctors wearing long coats.

Hopkins’ short coat “stems from a unique tradition that just because you earned your MD doesn’t yet 
mean you are a clinician,” says Sanjay Desai, MD, director of the residency program (and a white coat fan.) 
“And that first year, probably the most meaningful year of a doctor’s education, is all about being a 
learner.”

But he says today’s students interpreted it “as a physical symbol of hierarchy and rigidity, so we 
eliminated it. Our values haven’t changed. But I am perfectly willing to compromise on symbols.”

That more egalitarian approach not only appeals to millennials, who tend to prefer more casual clothing, 
but also to those who believe that using coat lengths as rank gets in the way of patient safety. “The 
problem,” says Edmond, “is that it prevents doctors in short coats from speaking up when they see 
doctors in long coats about to make a mistake.”

So will the white coat vanish anytime soon? Probably not, but that won’t stop physicians from talking 
about it. Paul Sax, MD, an infectious disease specialist at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston, says 
he’s taken aback by the vehement responses he gets — both pro and con — whenever he blogs about the 
issue.

In the end, much of it comes down to personal preference. Desai, for one, likes his white coat. “I don’t 
wear it every day,” he says, “but I do when I am in front of patients. It’s part of the process for me. It’s 
almost a uniform for when we want to help patients feel better.”
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