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The U.S. health care industry, already struggling to fi nd suffi  cient 

numbers of skilled employees, faces an even tougher road ahead. 

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 5.6 million 

new health care jobs will be added by 2020, the largest projected 

increase of any industry in this country. 

One immediate challenge is the need for information 
technology (IT) professionals. They will be increasingly 
essential in helping hospitals meet government 
requirements relating to their electronic health records 
(EHR) systems. In particular, hospitals have a relatively 
short window to meet the EHR “meaningful use” 
requirements that take effect in 2014 in order to 
qualify for government incentives. 

Important as incentive payments may be, the real 
payoff of an effective and fully compliant IT system is 
its role in aiding clinical decision making. Many health 
care leaders are already seeing how real savings 
can accrue from using evidence-based medicine to 
help redesign the way services are delivered. And IT 
systems, instead of only supporting clinical services, 
can now help determine what clinical services will be 
provided. 

Taking this long view — IT as a core element in the 
care delivery process — can make a signifi cant 
difference in the current struggle to fi nd and keep 
top-notch IT professionals. While hospitals have an 
immediate need to design and install an IT system 
that supports Centers for Medicare & Medicaid 
Services (CMS) requirements, they can more deeply 
engage IT professionals by presenting a compelling 
long-term career proposition. 

However, our experience suggests many hospitals 
are overly focused on the short term — evidenced in 
part by reports of continued high turnover among IT 
employees and employer questions about how best 
to retain this talent. To better understand the current 
state, Towers Watson conducted a brief survey in 

February 2013 on attracting and retaining health 
care workers, particularly IT professionals. Just over 
100 health care organizations responded, spanning 
the continuum of care from stand-alone hospitals 
and hospital systems to skilled-nursing facilities and 
hospices (see page 6 for details). 

This report presents views from our employer 
respondents, and it also draws on U.S. health care 
industry employee responses from Towers Watson’s 
Global Workforce Study conducted in 2012. One of 
the most startling insights from the comparison of 
results is the widely different views each group holds 
on which elements of the rewards program matter 
most to employees. It reveals, more than anything else, 
that effective IT recruiting in this industry is a matter 
of getting the balance right between the practical 
needs of workers today — from competitive pay to a 
convenient work location — and the longer-term goal 
of helping an industry transform itself for a different 
future. 

Survey fi ndings follow. 
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Two-thirds of health care employers report 

diffi culties recruiting experienced IT workers — 

a number that rises to just under three-quarters 

for Epic-certifi ed workers. 

For health care organizations (and U.S. employers in 
general), the biggest issue is fi nding employees with 
critical skills, particularly Epic-certifi ed professionals 
(Figure 1).

Retention is a smaller problem, but 52% of health 
industry respondents say retaining Epic-certifi ed 
employees is a problem. Interestingly, our Global 
Workforce Study shows that IT employees do not 
especially value mobility. On the contrary, nearly half 
(48%) of the health care IT employee respondents 
to that survey said they would prefer to stay with 
their current employer even if a comparable job were 
available elsewhere. A virtually identical percentage 
(49%) said they preferred to work for their current 
employer until retirement. In fact, only 30% thought 
they were likely to leave their current position within 
the next two years. So health care employers may 
have a “stickier” IT workforce than they realize, 
assuming they can put the right programs in place to 
meet these workers’ needs.

Signifi cant disconnects exist between 

employers and employees regarding the 

factors that bring employees to a health care 

organization.

There are some surprising differences between the 
factors employers believe attract IT employees and 
those that employees themselves say attract them. 
Employees are focused on the practical. Employers are 
focused on the developmental. The solution lies in a 
better balance between the two. 

As Figure 2 shows, the big draws for employees, both 
generally and specifi cally in IT, are competitive base 
pay and job security, followed by health and wellness 
benefi ts, and a convenient work location. These 
considerations rank high with all employees in the U.S. 
right now. In fact, the attraction drivers for health care 
workers are similar to those for all employees across 
all industries with one exception: Health care workers 
put more emphasis on health and wellness benefi ts. 
This could refl ect health care workers’ recognition of 
the greater stresses and risks inherent in working in 
such close proximity to illness or their professional 
understanding of the importance of good health care 
benefi ts.

Figure 1. Current challenges in recruiting and retention

U.S. health care* U.S. general industry**

Percentage reporting problems 

attracting and retaining: Attracting Retaining Attracting Retaining

All employees 10%   8% 13% 11%

Critical-skill employees 60% 39% 61% 40%

Experienced IT employees 67% 38%

NAEpic-certifi ed employees 73% 52%

New graduates with IT skills 14%   9%

Figure 2. Drivers of attraction

Employee views Employer views 

U.S. health 

care 

employees 

overall*

IT health 

care 

employees** 

Employees 

with at 

least three 

years of job 

experience

Epic-

certifi ed 

employees 

with at 

least three 

years of job 

experience

Job security 1 1 4 3

Base pay/Salary 2 2 8 8

Health care and wellness benefi ts 3 4 7 7

Convenience of work location 4 3

Opportunities to advance my 
career

5 6 3 6

Reputation of the organization as 
a great place to work

6 10 2 2

Vacation/Paid time off 7 5

Opportunities to learn new skills 8 8 4 9

Organization’s mission, vision and 
values

9 6 3

Challenging work 10 9 1 1

Flexible work arrangements 7 10 4

Ability to have an impact on the 
organization 

8 5

High level of autonomy 10

  *Towers Watson 2013 Health Care IT Survey
**Towers Watson 2012 Talent Management and Rewards Survey

  *Towers Watson 2012 Global Workforce Study
**Towers Watson 2013 Health Care IT Survey
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With the exception of job security, none of these 
elements ranked in the top fi ve from employers’ 
perspective. They believe that challenging work is the 
most important factor. More surprisingly, they ranked 
base salary eighth on a list of over 20 factors, perhaps 
due to the challenge of increasing pay in the current 
environment. Regardless, it’s clear that employers and 
employees have very different priorities when it comes 
to defi ning a compelling employment offer. 

While employers and employees are in accord 

on the top two drivers of retention, their 

perspectives vary considerably beyond those 

and may be leading employers to put too much 

or too little emphasis on other aspects of the 

work experience. 

The retention driver comparison in Figure 3 yields 
some interesting and actionable insights. First, there 
are signifi cant differences between what matters to 
health care employees overall and what matters to 
those working in health care IT. Notably, job security 
doesn’t come into the equation for the latter group 
— nor does job-related stress. On the other hand, 
IT employees put more stock in the nature of their 
relationship with their supervisor — ranking that 
fourth in importance. And perhaps not surprisingly 
for a technical discipline where collaboration matters, 
the caliber of coworkers counts for a lot as well. 
Note, though, that this element doesn’t fi gure into the 
retention equation for health care workers generally. 

At a minimum, these differences underscore the 
importance of greater segmentation in rewards design. 
Just as hospitals are fi nding they need to tailor rewards 
for the physicians they are now hiring as full-time 
employees, they also need to consider IT employees as 
a somewhat special group. Taking the time to identify 
what matters to individuals in these key areas, and 
tailoring rewards and the employee value proposition 
around those elements, can go a long way toward 
encouraging these workers not to jump ship (especially 
since so many would prefer not to). 

Second, employers are completely missing the 
importance of the role senior leadership plays in 
retaining workers. Trust and confi dence in senior 
leadership has always been key to employee 
engagement, but in an industry in turmoil — with 
consolidation a major trend right now as many 
hospitals merge — taking steps internally to help 
instill that sense of confi dence among employees can 
pay off in numerous ways. 

Figure 3. Drivers of retention

Employee views Employer views 

Retention drivers

U.S. health 

care 

employees 

overall*

IT health 

care 

employees** 

Employees 

with at 

least three 

years of job 

experience

Epic-

certifi ed 

employees 

with at 

least three 

years of job 

experience

Base pay/Salary 1 1 1 1

Opportunities to advance my 
career

2 2 2 2

Job security 3

Trust/Confi dence in senior 
leadership

4 5 10 10

Convenience of work location 5 3 7 7

Flexible work arrangements 6 7 4 4

Ability to manage or limit work-
related stress

7 3 3

Relationship with supervisor/
manager

8 4 4 5

Opportunities to learn new skills 9 8 6 6

Ability to have impact on 
organization

10 10

Caliber of coworkers 6

Challenging work 9 9 8

Vacation/Paid time off 7 9

High level of autonomy 10

 “There are some surprising diff erences between the 

factors employers believe attract IT employees and 

those that employees themselves say attract them. 

Employees are focused on the practical. Employers 

are focused on the developmental. The solution 

lies in a better balance between the two.” 

  *Towers Watson 2012 Global Workforce Study
**Towers Watson 2013 Health Care IT Survey
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Steps to Close the Talent Gap

Only 14% of the health care employer respondents have 
not taken any action to address their attraction and 
retention issues. The remainder are taking at least one 
action, and more than half (55%) are taking three or 
more actions. Among the most effective are increases 
in base pay rates, retention bonuses and additional 
education. Just under a third (30%) have also increased 
their use of contractors, but only a quarter (25%) are 
seeing modest improvement from this tactic.

For IT professionals, employment prospects can be a 
roller-coaster ride, subject to the peaks and valleys of 
new system design and implementation. Given these 
circumstances, it’s no wonder these professionals have 
special concerns and needs. Health care employers are 
riding the same peaks and valleys as they implement 
systems to comply with meaningful use requirements.

Currently, many are addressing attraction and retention 
of IT and Epic employees as a raging fi re — perhaps 
out of control — into which those that can afford it are 
pouring money. Obviously, ensuring that base salary 
levels are market competitive is critically important. 
And in fact, as Figure 4 shows, health care employers 
that are actively monitoring and increasing base 
salary levels report the highest level of effectiveness 
in attraction and retention. Surprisingly, only 30% 
of the employers report taking this action, although 
budgetary constraints in the industry could be a 
contributing cause. Nonetheless, given the importance 
of a competitive salary in attracting IT and Epic 
professionals, health care employers should take 
whatever steps they can to meet this need. This may 
mean looking locally, where possible, to determine the 
market and taking the opportunity to connect a locally 
targeted salary with the prospect of a convenient local 
work site to meet another key requirement for these 
sought-after professionals. 

But focusing on the money is only part of the solution. 
Health care employers, by and large, are not looking 
far enough ahead. Only 10% of the respondents have 
established a talent pipeline with local schools — 
something that could pay off handsomely in years 
ahead — and only 9% offer student internships. 
In addition to helping build a future-talent pipeline, 
internships give students an opportunity to build 
relationships with future colleagues and supervisors. 
Lack of a talent pipeline is shortsighted on several 
counts, particularly given the growing importance that 
technology and effective system design will have in the 
future. 

 “IT as a core element in the care 

delivery process can make a 

signifi cant diff erence in the 

current struggle to fi nd and keep 

top-notch IT professionals.”

Figure 4. Prevalence and effectiveness of current tactics

Actions taken in the past six months and their effectiveness in attracting and/or retaining 

employees

Actions 

taken

For Epic-

certifi ed 

employees 

For other IT 

employees

Moderately/

Very 

effective

Offered a signing bonus 44% 60% 60% 47%

Offered additional education, 
training or certifi cation paid by the 
organization

37% 68% 74% 50%

Increased base pay rate for new 
hires

30% 48% 65% 66%

Offered retention bonus 28% 72% 45% 52%

Offered a referral bonus to 
existing employees

28% 69% 83% 26%

Offered pay reviews with 
increased frequency

18%

Established pipeline with local 
schools to hire graduates

10%

Established relationship with local 
schools to provide IT internships 
for students

9%

Introduced new incentive 
plan based on milestone 
accomplishments

8%

Offered additional vacation or paid 
time off

4%

Offered education loan 
forgiveness

5%

Guaranteed performance bonus 3%

Sample size too 

small to report
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About Towers Watson
Towers Watson is a leading global professional services 
company that helps organizations improve performance 
through effective people, risk and fi nancial management. 
With 14,000 associates around the world, we offer solutions 
in the areas of benefi ts, talent management, rewards, and 
risk and capital management.

The systems being built today provide the foundation 
for the collection of “big data” from which the industry 
will be able to conduct sophisticated analytics and 
evidence-based protocols. Analysis of these data will 
reveal new insights that can have a signifi cant impact 
on improving community health. This kind of impact has 
meaning not only for the organization, but also for the 
talent who sign on to help shape the future and make a 
contribution at a level not possible in other industries. 

Attracting and retaining IT talent requires action on 
multiple fronts. The fundamentals must be in place, 
but savvy employers need to look well beyond the 
basics, not only by exploring the elements of a broader 
value proposition tailored for different employee 
groups, but also by shaping a work experience and 
proposition that align with the very different shape this 
industry will have in the future. 

About the Survey Participants

  2% Less than 1,000

32% 1,000 to 4,999

33% 5,000 to 9,999

22% 10,000 to 19,999

  9% 20,000 to 49,999

  0% 50,000 to 99,999

  3% 100,000 or more

32%

33%

9%

22%

Full-time employees

2%3%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

For-profit, public company

For-profit, private company

Assisted living

Insurer (payer)

Skilled-nursing facility

Government facility

Independent physician organization or medical group

Physical therapy center

Hospice care

Rehabilitation center

Stand-alone hospital

Home health care

Outpatient surgical center

Academic medical center

Hospital system

Not-for-profit organization

2222

77

22

1111

33

1010

99

5252

1313

55

77

1010

1616

1717

44

8282

Organization type*    

*Totals do not add up to 100%, as multiple responses were permitted.

This survey was fi elded in January and February 
of 2013. Over 100 health care provider 
organizations participated. Demographic 
information on participating organizations is 
included at right. Employee data referenced are 
from Towers Watson’s Global Workforce Study, 
fi elded between February and June 2012 among 
over 32,000 workers across industries in 29 
markets globally. The U.S. health care sample 
includes over 1,000 hospital workers at all 
levels.


