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backstory

WOMEN IN HEALTH CARE 
Getting a seat at the executive table often means sticking your neck out. 
N A N C Y  HO W E L L  AG E E

M
AO’S APHORISM IS WELL KNOWN: “WOMEN 
hold up half the sky.” In health care, you’d 
better add the sun and the moon! 

Women drive the engine of health care, 
holding 75 percent of all health care jobs. 
Yet women occupy only 26 percent of chief 

executive officer positions. In this, health care organiza-
tions mirror Fortune 500 companies, where women hold 
a similar percentage of executive and board positions. 
Clearly, opportunities exist for 
women in leadership positions.

When I grew up, women were 
not expected to become execu-
tives, board members, or even 
physicians. My career began as 
a nurse at one of Carilion Clin-
ic’s hospitals—the very same 
hospital in which I was born. As 
I moved through management, 
I thought hard about what kind 
of leader I wanted to be. And I 
decided that leadership works 
best when it flows not from the 
top down, but from the bottom 
up. It wasn’t until some years 
later that I learned my convic-
tion was actually a well-estab-
lished philosophy.

Robert K. Greenleaf founded the modern-day 
servant-leadership movement with his 1970 essay, 
“The Servant as Leader.”

The proof of a servant leader, Greenleaf wrote, mani-
fests in those led: “Do those served grow as persons? Do 
they…become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous? 
And, what is the effect on the least privileged in society? 
Will they benefit—or at least not be further deprived?”

Servant leaders listen, assess, and identify and re-
move barriers so those they lead—in our case, phy-
sicians, nurses, technologists, therapists, and many 
others—can focus on the magical moments between 
caregiver and patient.

It takes courage to lead. It also takes courage to inno-
vate—to take risks without recklessness. A leader must 
be intentional, thoughtful, and purposeful. 

Leadership is learning. It’s engaging. It’s growing 
yourself and growing others. It’s about putting people 
first. And, though it sounds corny, a servant leader leads 
with heart. People know when you are undisciplined, in-
sincere, or motivated by money or advancement. Lead-
ing with heart draws on the most basic and important 

human values: trust, empathy, 
forgiveness, understanding, love. 

And servant leadership is 
not just about the present. It’s 
also about the future—bring-
ing along the next generation of 
leaders. Including more women 
in senior leadership is critical for 
the same reason any diversity 
initiative is important—hos-
pitals and health systems are 
more effective when they are 
representative of the communi-
ties they serve. Diversity in the 
boardroom leads to richer con-
versations and better decisions. 

For women to have a seat at 
the executive table, we need to 
venture out and speak up. On 

my desk, I keep a small brass turtle figurine. It’s my dai-
ly reminder that a turtle gets nowhere until she sticks 
her neck out. With commitment to diversity, develop-
ment of others, and the fostering of workplace cultures 
that allow all to thrive, I’m confident in the future of 
health care in this country. CM
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