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Essential support: Childcare centers for
healthcare workers
by Vanessa Lampe Heimbuch and Portia Ellis as interviewed by Mary Loftus

Staffing shortages in healthcare systems and hospitals are not just a temporary challenge, they are a
looming crisis that will likely persist well into 2025 and beyond. An aging workforce, mounting
burnout, and soaring demand are fueling this crisis, threatening the very foundation of the healthcare
system. 

Younger healthcare workers, especially women entering the healthcare field, who often work around-
the-clock hours and 12-hour shifts, need childcare centers that accommodate their work schedules. A
7 a.m. to 7 p.m. shift, for example, could not be covered by many traditional daycare centers, let
alone a night shift.

“The biggest childcare demands used to be seen in corporations. Now the asks are in manufacturing
and healthcare,” says Vanessa Lampe Heimbuch, Page, now Stantec operations director, who has
worked on several childcare centers for healthcare clients. “Childcare is such a good incentive for
employees. It reduces turnover and shows support for staff beyond the typical benefits.”

Childcare in healthcare settings is not just a matter of convenience; it is a vital workforce strategy
that directly impacts staff retention, job satisfaction, and overall care quality in terms of empathy and
operational efficiency. On average, the turnover rate costs a hospital system over $60,000 for a
bedside nurse.1 

Supporting healthcare staff in ways that extend to family support—whether through daily
conveniences such as dry cleaners and grab-and-dash green grocers or larger issues like 24/7
childcare, sick childcare, and elder respite care—might be the difference between a healthcare
employee making or missing a work shift or even a work week. This support is meaningful not just to
the people within the system but to the system itself. A U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation study
found that breakdowns in childcare result in states losing an average of $1 billion in economic activity
annually.2
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Childcare services might be offered at the hospital, in a separate facility on the medical campus, or at
a standalone center nearby that offers reduced rates to hospital employees. A 2023 study in the
Journal of Healthcare Management examined the influence that in-house and emergency childcare
could have on the retention, recruitment, and productivity of healthcare workers. Perceptions showed
such childcare options were “very” or “extremely” important to more than half of survey
respondents. Almost half (49%) of employees surveyed reported that emergency childcare needs
have disrupted their work during the past year, including canceling clinics or surgical cases.3 

Caring for the providers
Helping frontline staff take care of their family responsibilities—and to know that their children are
safe and cared for—enables healthcare workers to show up for the rest of us. 

“We are hearing from our hospital clients that nearby childcare is something they want to offer, not
just as an employee perk but to support their central mission of patient care,” says Portia Ellis, Page



studio design principal. 

Indeed, many hospitals have come to the realization that to attract and retain workers, they need to
offer support services such as childcare. “Childcare is an overlooked and underfunded essential
service in our country,” Vanessa adds. 

In one case where a healthcare system offered childcare, turnover dropped to 1.5 percent for
workers4 who utilized the childcare center, the lowest amongst staff, compared to 18.3% turnover
nationally.1 

A case in point: Forbes' 2024 "America's Best Employers for Women" list features companies excelling
in gender equality.5 The top seven healthcare systems on the list had on-site child care. Indeed, the
top-ranked hospital had an on-site childcare center that served more than 300 children of its
employees. 



Movement and creativity 
Vanessa and Portia led the design of a childcare center for WellStar Health System, one of the largest
hospital systems in Georgia. The Learning Academy at WellStar Kennestone Hospital in Marietta has
17 classrooms, support multipurpose spaces, and outdoor play areas. This is no mere coincidence;
every design choice was intentionally crafted to enhance the emotional well-being of children and
their parents.

Walking from a parking deck connected by a covered walkway, parents and children enter the center
through a light-filled, two-story lobby. The space’s focal point is the “Reading Stair”—a platform for
storytelling and communal activities. 

“The building incorporates playful geometries and design elements,” says Vanessa. “If you drive
around town, a lot of childcare centers tend to look like oversized homes. The design of this center is
more dynamic. High ceilings and large windows provide natural daylight and connection to the
outdoors.”

They used materials and palettes inspired by nature rather than primary colors, letting “the children
and the art provide the color.” Classrooms are designed age-appropriately by year, with furniture,
sink heights, and even toilets growing incrementally higher from toddlers to preschoolers. 





Less clutter, more options
“I remember bringing my daughter to daycare when she was young, and I especially liked that there
was flexibility in the rooms, so the teacher was able to keep things fun and recreate her classroom
seasonally,” Portia says. “It let the kids be creative.”

Outside the center, a steeply sloped site gives the opportunity to terrace the playground and create
playful ways to move between levels. “You can take the stairs, but the children – and even some
adults – find it’s more fun to slide down,” says Vanessa.

Building adventurous choices into the environment was intentional, Portia adds: “Just getting from the
upper playground to the lower playground becomes a journey, circulation and movement become
play, and it all contributes to wellness.”

They even mimicked an outdoor setting inside the center, with pebble-patterned carpet and bright
green turf, giving the feeling of outdoor play while providing an indoor play space during hot or
inclement weather. Even inside, specific areas encourage movement, such as a ballet bar and an
indoor climbing wall.

In a first for a childcare center in Georgia, WellStar requested that they design a small, restful space
for children who are mildly ill, where they can be cared for by separate staff and don’t interact with
the other children.

“We have a passion for designing nurturing environments so kids can simply focus on being kids,”
Vanessa says. “Through thoughtful design, these spaces can foster socialization, creativity, and a love
of learning—all while allowing their parents peace of mind while they work.”



An essential service for essential workers
As healthcare employers look for ways to support their caregivers, childcare design mirrors the
ecosystem it serves. Caring for caregivers who have children provides a strong answer to the
systemic issues healthcare faces. Person-centered care doesn’t always mean the patient is the one
getting personalized care for better outcomes; sometimes it means the provider receives the same
treatment, which benefits not only their own family but everyone involved in the healthcare system.
In the next generation of childcare design, caring for staff could be the most powerful form of patient
care. 
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