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Policy Points:

� This study highlights health care leaders’ use of lean management practices to advance
equity and scale initiatives supporting the delivery of high-quality care for all patients.

� As a next step in this work, there is a need to develop new measurement systems with
clearly defined performance metrics that ensure accountability to equity standards.

� Standards can be reinforced by government agencies, professional associations, and
accrediting bodies. Examples include building equity-specific metrics into Centers
for Medicare and Medicaid Services’ Medicare Advantage STAR ratings, American
Medical Group Association and America’s Physician Groups recognition programs,
National Committee for Quality Assurance certification criteria for health plans, and
Joint Commission accreditation for hospitals.

Context: Lean management is a sociotechnical approach to quality improvement that aims
for consistency in work processes and outcomes. This can be leveraged to reduce inequities
by ensuring delivery of high-quality care to meet the needs of patients with diverse back-
grounds. Despite recent efforts in the field, there is limited study on how managers imple-
ment health equity and workforce diversity goals as strategies to improve patient care. Given
the important role of leadership in fostering workplace culture, we examined leader activities
and specifically their use of lean management practices to support equity initiatives in health
care.

Methods:We conducted in-depth interviews with 67 leaders ranging from C-suite executives
to frontline managers in five US hospital–health systems. Interview transcripts were analyzed
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and validated via parallel coding, yielding an interrater agreement of 92.6%. We identified
cross-cutting themes on how leaders use lean methods to promote equity in care settings,
and elicited insights regarding barriers, facilitators, and recommendations for continuous im-
provement.

Findings: Leaders highlighted the lean daily management system (DMS) as a robust platform
to introduce and scale systemwide equity initiatives. The DMS consists of standardized prac-
tices including tiered huddles, leader rounding, and problem-solving that enable employees
to accomplish daily tasks in alignment with organizational priorities. Humble inquiry was
also cited as an effective way to address patient safety issues while fostering cultural humility
and learning. Leaders strongly recommend integrating equity into other strategic goals (qual-
ity, affordability, patient/employee experience) and stratifying data to inform key performance
indicators. Recommendations to strengthen accountability include setting equity goals and
building them into performance evaluations, clearly communicating cultural norms and ex-
pectations, and creating equity-focused data reporting systems as the next step or evolution
in this work.

Conclusions: Health care leaders can use lean management to advance equity by reducing
variation in care processes and improving measurement of outcomes across diverse popula-
tions.

Keywords: lean management, quality/process improvement, health care leadership, health
equity, workforce diversity, work culture/environment, hospital/health systems, qualitative
research.

Recent global events, such as the COVID-19 pandemic and Black
Lives Matter movement, have brought health equity and structural racism to
the forefront of public attention. Despite efforts to support diversity, equity,

and inclusion (DEI) in the United States, the disproportionate effects of illness and
lived experience among communities of color remain unaddressed. Acknowledging
the connection between health equity and population health, the US Public Health
Service’s Healthy People 2030 outlines a national priority of eliminating disparities
and creating equitable opportunities for people to live healthy lives.1 This improve-
ment agenda represents a timely call for action to address important issues impacting
the health and well-being of underserved communities.
The call for action also highlights a key interventional role that provider organi-

zations can play in reducing health inequities.2,3 Care delivered in physician prac-
tices and community hospitals, followed by stratification of outcomes by patient de-
mographics or other categories, is increasingly linked to provider performance on
quality measures. Effective care delivery that leads to positive results across patient
groups has, thus, become a top priority in many health care organizations. To enhance
the provision of safe, culturally appropriate care, system leaders are encouraging a
more diverse clinical staff to better reflect and serve patient populations. Such efforts
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Advancing Equity: Lean Leader Practice and Path Forward 3

Figure 1. Shingo: Guiding Principles of a Lean Organization

Principles derived from the Shingo Institute.7

recognize that representative teams of health professionals are essential to address
care gaps by providing services that meet the unique needs of patients with diverse
backgrounds.4

Lean is a process and quality improvement (QI) methodology that is synergistic
with efforts to ensure high standards of care across patient populations. A lean oper-
ating system seeks to achieve consistency in both process and outcome by eliminating
waste and unwarranted variability, including those related to social determinants of
health.5,6 Originating in manufacturing and service industries, a conceptual frame-
work known as the Shingo model articulates a set of principles that guide a lean
operating system (Figure 1).7 These principles applied to health care include the fol-
lowing: creating value for patients as customers, ensuring quality at the point of ser-
vice, optimizing care processes that precede health outcomes, and thinking system-
atically about the interconnectedness of the delivery system including relationships
among managers, care teams, and support staff. Foundationally, lean-based improve-
ment stems from an organizational culture rooted in humble leadership and respect
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for every individual. This culture empowers leaders to align with enterprise commit-
ments to create value for both patients and the providers who care for them.
As health care leaders increasingly recognize equity as a quality indicator, there are

concerted efforts to build care environments that support achievement of such values
and performance objectives. Despite recent initiatives in the field, limited empiri-
cal study exists of how managers implement organizational goals for health equity
and workforce diversity as strategies to improve patient care. Given the important
role of leadership in building a workplace culture, we examine managerial activities
that foster equity and inclusion among staff while ensuring the delivery of safe, cul-
turally sensitive patient care. Our research contributes knowledge about daily leader
behaviors and specifically their use of lean management practices to advance equity
in health care.

Methods

This study used qualitative research methods to explore how leaders apply lean prin-
ciples to foster health equity and workforce diversity in care delivery settings. We
conducted in-depth interviews with leaders in five US hospital–health systems partic-
ipating in a Lean Action Research Learning Collaborative (LARLC) convened by the
Center for Lean Engagement and Research at the University of California, Berkeley.
Table 1 describes all LARLC member organizations participating in the collaborative
at the time of study.
Based on a purposive sampling technique, representatives from each organization

provided the research team with a list of individuals to participate as key informants
in interviews. These participants were recruited internally based on their familiarity
with lean methods and occupation of a leadership position at any level or unit within
their organization. The research team conducted semistructured interviews from June
toNovember 2023with 67 leaders, including 22 C-suite executives, 16 senior admin-
istrative and clinical leaders, 19 regional site and clinic directors, and ten frontline
nurse or unit managers. A series of interview questions was designed by the research
team in collaboration with LARLC representatives, many of whom were enterprise
leaders with deep knowledge of their organization’s strategic priorities. Questions on
the interview guide involved topics of workforce engagement including how lead-
ers employ lean tools and management practices to foster equity among staff, use
of humble inquiry to address issues of patient safety as well as workforce diversity,
and leader experiences supporting DEI as a focal priority within the organization.
We also elicited insights from leaders regarding common facilitators, barriers, and
recommendations for continuous improvement.
We conducted all interviews via Zoom conference calls led by a primary researcher

who was accompanied by a second researcher to assist with follow-up questions

 14680009, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1468-0009.70037 by D

orothy H
ung , W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [16/08/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



Advancing Equity: Lean Leader Practice and Path Forward 5

T
ab
le
1.
D
es
cr
ip
ti
on

of
L
A
R
L
C
M
em

b
er

O
rg
an
iz
at
io
n
s

O
rg
an
iz
at
io
n

D
es
cr
ip
ti
on

C
om

m
it
m
en
t
to

E
q
u
it
y

Z
SF
G
H
os
pi
ta
la
nd

Tr
au
m
a
C
en
te
r

P
ub

li
c
he
al
th

an
d
ac
ad
em

ic
sa
fe
ty

ne
t

pr
ov
id
in
g
in
pa
ti
en
t,
ou
tp
at
ie
nt
,

em
er
ge
nc
y,
di
ag
no
st
ic
,a
nd

be
ha
vi
or
al
he
al
th

se
rv
ic
es
to

vu
ln
er
ab
le
po
pu
la
ti
on
s

Z
SF
G
de
m
on
st
ra
te
s
co
m
m
it
m
en
t

th
ro
ug
h
it
s
A
dv
an
ci
ng

E
qu
it
y

St
ra
te
gi
c
P
la
n
to

re
du

ce
pa
ti
en
t

he
al
th

di
sp
ar
it
ie
s,
en
su
re
w
or
kf
or
ce

eq
ui
ty
,a
nd

fo
st
er
an

an
ti
ra
ci
st
an
d

in
cl
us
iv
e
cu
lt
ur
e.
A
n
E
qu
it
y

C
ou
nc
il
ad
vi
se
s
le
ad
er
sh
ip

an
d

pr
om

ot
es
ac
co
un
ta
bi
li
ty

fo
r
eq
ui
ty

go
al
s.

Le
ga
cy

H
ea
lt
h

Lo
ca
ll
y
ow

ne
d
no
np
ro
fi
t

si
x-
ho
sp
it
al
–h

ea
lt
h
sy
st
em

w
it
h

>
70

pr
im

ar
y
ca
re
,s
pe
ci
al
ty

an
d

ur
ge
nt

ca
re
cl
in
ic
s
se
rv
in
g
th
e

P
or
tl
an
d,

O
R
an
d
V
an
co
uv
er
,W

A
m
et
ro

ar
ea
s

Le
ga
cy

in
te
gr
at
es
eq
ui
ty

in
to

it
s
co
re

m
is
si
on

an
d
ac
kn
ow

le
dg
es
sy
st
em

ic
ra
ci
sm

by
im

pl
em

en
ti
ng

in
it
ia
ti
ve
s

ac
ro
ss
al
lo
pe
ra
ti
on
s,
in
cl
ud
in
g

fo
rm

at
io
n
of
a
D
iv
er
si
ty

A
dv
is
or
y

C
ou
nc
il
,p

ro
vi
di
ng

tr
au
m
a-
in
fo
rm

ed
ca
re
tr
ai
ni
ng

,a
nd

co
nd
uc
ti
ng

A
cc
ou
nt
ab
le
H
ea
lt
h

C
om

m
un
it
ie
s
Su
rv
ey
s
to

un
de
rs
ta
nd

pa
ti
en
t
in
eq
ui
ti
es
.

JM
H

N
ot
-f
or
-p
ro
fi
t
in
te
gr
at
ed

sy
st
em

of
ph
ys
ic
ia
ns
,h
os
pi
ta
ls
,a
nd

be
ha
vi
or
al

se
rv
ic
es
lo
ca
te
d
in

th
e
Sa
n
Fr
an
ci
sc
o

E
as
t
B
ay

A
re
a

JM
H

ho
st
s
an

O
ff
ic
e
of
B
el
on
gi
ng

an
d

E
qu
it
y,
E
m
pl
oy
ee

R
es
ou
rc
e
G
ro
up
s,

an
d
in
cl
us
iv
e
le
ad
er
sh
ip

tr
ai
ni
ng

fo
r

le
ad
er
s.
A
dd

it
io
na
ll
y,
da
ta
on

pa
ti
en
t
ou
tc
om

es
ar
e
co
ll
ec
te
d
an
d

an
al
yz
ed

to
in
fo
rm

on
go
in
g

im
pr
ov
em

en
t
ef
fo
rt
s.

C
on
ti
n
u
ed

 14680009, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1468-0009.70037 by D

orothy H
ung , W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [16/08/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



6 D.Y. Hung, et al.

T
ab
le
1.
(C
on
ti
nu
ed
)

O
rg
an
iz
at
io
n

D
es
cr
ip
ti
on

C
om

m
it
m
en
t
to

E
q
u
it
y

IU
H
ea
lt
h

A
ca
de
m
ic
he
al
th

ce
nt
er
ba
se
d
in

In
di
an
ap
ol
is
co
ns
is
ti
ng

of
17

ho
sp
it
al
s
an
d
m
ul
ti
pl
e
am

bu
la
to
ry

cl
in
ic
s
lo
ca
te
d
st
at
ew

id
e

IU
H
ea
lt
h
is
co
m
m
it
te
d
to

cr
ea
ti
ng

a
cu
lt
ur
e
of
ac
ce
pt
an
ce

an
d
in
cl
us
io
n,

ai
m
in
g
to

eq
ui
ta
bl
y
im

pr
ov
e
th
e

he
al
th

of
al
lv
ia
ed
uc
at
io
n,

re
pr
es
en
ta
ti
on

in
oc
cu
pa
ti
on
al
ro
le
s,

an
d
E
m
pl
oy
ee

R
es
ou
rc
e
G
ro
up
s
to

su
pp

or
t
di
ve
rs
e
te
am

m
em

be
rs
.

U
C
SF

H
ea
lt
h

La
rg
e
he
al
th

ca
re
en
te
rp
ri
se
cl
os
el
y

af
fi
li
at
ed

w
it
h
an

ac
ad
em

ic
m
ed
ic
al

ce
nt
er
se
rv
in
g
as
bo
th

a
te
rt
ia
ry

an
d

qu
at
er
na
ry

re
fe
rr
al
ce
nt
er
an
d

co
m
m
un
it
y
ho
sp
it
al

U
C
SF

H
ea
lt
h
pr
og
ra
m
s
in
cl
ud
e:
an

A
nt
ir
ac
is
m

In
it
ia
ti
ve

to
fo
st
er

eq
ui
ty

in
cl
im

at
e,
de
ci
si
on

m
ak
in
g,

le
ad
er
sh
ip
,a
nd

re
se
ar
ch
;H

ea
lt
h

E
qu

it
y
C
ou
nc
il
to
ad
dr
es
s
di
sp
ar
it
ie
s

th
ro
ug
h
ed
uc
at
io
n
an
d
st
ra
te
gi
c

in
te
rv
en
ti
on
s;
di
ve
rs
it
y
tr
ai
ni
ng

fo
r

al
lp

er
so
nn
el
;D

E
I
C
ha
m
pi
on

Tr
ai
ni
ng

fo
r
cl
in
ic
al
ed
uc
at
or
s;
an
d

th
e
D
if
fe
re
nc
es
M
at
te
r
In
it
ia
ti
ve
,

in
te
gr
at
in
g
an
ti
-o
pp

re
ss
io
n

pr
in
ci
pl
es
in
to

m
ed
ic
al
ed
uc
at
io
n

an
d
co
m
m
un
it
y
pa
rt
ne
rs
hi
ps
.

A
bb
re
vi
at
io
ns
:D

E
I,
di
ve
rs
it
y,
eq
ui
ty
,a
nd

in
cl
us
io
n;

IU
,I
nd
ia
na

U
ni
ve
rs
it
y;
JM

H
,J
oh
n
M
ui
r
H
ea
lt
h;

LA
R
LC

,L
ea
n
A
ct
io
n
R
es
ea
rc
h
Le
ar
ni
ng

C
ol
la
bo
ra
ti
ve
;O

R
,

O
re
go
n;

U
C
SF
,U

ni
ve
rs
it
y
of
C
al
if
or
ni
a
at
Sa
n
Fr
an
ci
sc
o;
W
A
,W

as
hi
ng
to
n;

Z
SF
G
,Z

uc
ke
rb
er
g
Sa
n
Fr
an
ci
sc
o
G
en
er
al
.

 14680009, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1468-0009.70037 by D

orothy H
ung , W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [16/08/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



Advancing Equity: Lean Leader Practice and Path Forward 7

and meeting notes. Each interview lasted 45 to 60 minutes and was recorded with
participant consent. Interviews were transcribed and then analyzed deductively using
a codebook constructed from topics based on the interview guide. To ensure relia-
bility, we engaged in independent parallel coding of a random sample of interviews
where each transcript was analyzed independently by another member of the research
team.8 Approximately one-quarter of all interviews were parallel coded during this
validation stage, yielding an interrater agreement of 92.6%. We grouped analytic
codes into common themes identified across study organizations, which produced an
aggregate understanding of how leaders support equity goals using lean methods for
process improvement.

Findings

Several themes emerged on how leaders apply lean principles and management prac-
tices to advance equity. Common examples included use of a lean daily management
system (DMS) to introduce, standardize, and scale local equity projects to align with
system priorities; incorporation of equity as a regular topic on employee status sheets
to facilitate discussion and continued progress; leader rounding to build trust and
psychological safety among all team members; use of humble inquiry to increase pa-
tient safety and support effective problem-solving; and integration of equity with
True North pillars to fully embed this concept in strategic goals, including qual-
ity/safety, affordability, and patient or staff experience. Interviewees also discussed
several barriers, facilitators, and opportunities for improvement as described below.

Lean as a Vehicle for Advancing Equity

Leaders highlighted the lean DMS as a robust platform that they actively use to im-
plement systemwide goals related to equity. A DMS consists of standardized practices
that enable employees to accomplish daily work tasks in alignment with organiza-
tional priorities. Typical components of a DMS include: tiered huddles, which are
regular team meetings occurring within and across tiers of the organizational hier-
archy; leader “standard work” or routine activities performed on a daily or weekly
cadence, such as gemba walks (i.e., regular visits made by leaders to hospital units,
clinics, or other workspaces to observe and coach staff); use of A3 problem-solving and
visual management tools to view progress on goals; and rapid cycle plan-do-study-act
(PDSA) improvement projects. Table 2 lists examples of common DMS tools, tradi-
tional uses, and new applications to advance equity. Embedding equity into leader
standard work was noted as a particularly important way to set organizational expec-
tations. One manager stated the following:

I’d like to think about where we are in our DMS…How can equity be included as a
component of that as we continue to do lean and leader trainings and onboarding?
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How do we set the standard when someone comes into the organization? Educating
them [on] what’s expected from an equity lens?

Leaders noted that the lean guiding principles of respect for people and humble lead-
ership are well-aligned with DEI values and particularly suited for supporting eq-
uity goals. Furthermore, the open and innovative mindset of lean continuous im-
provement was considered necessary to expand perceptions of diversity and inclu-
sion in the workplace. This was described by an executive director of performance
improvement:

When you start talking about DEI work, it challenges individual thinking, in-
dividual behavior, it forces reflection. We think that by pushing out lean first, it
actually creates pathways for DEI to travel on. Because once you talk about re-
spect for all people…if you approach that right off the bat from a DEI lens, that’s
going to challenge people, conventions, how they were raised, how they’ve been
thinking; that’s a harder nut to crack. Starting out with lean and talking about the
respectful development of people—of all people—it opens the door.

Strategies for Engaging a Diverse Workforce

Seeking Input and Coaching as Standard Work. Leaders are mindful to solicit input
from staff to reflect a wide range of viewpoints. During meetings and gemba walks,
they proactively seek diverse feedback to inform decision making. This may involve
extending beyond typical purveyors of information within an organization. A site
director elaborated on this approach:

Bringing as many people together as possible, not just relying on the manage-
ment leadership team of that department. I actually go a bit further and interact
with the different staff…They will be called, quote-unquote, the “Support Ser-
vices Division:” EVS [Environmental Services], Imaging, would be classified as
support services. Historically in our organization, that’s where a lot of our diverse
employees rest. So I’m mindful and thoughtful about that, making sure I’m really
engaging all the different team members to get a holistic view of challenges and
barriers that departments are facing day-to-day.

Building DEI concepts into leader standard work is also useful when conducting
status reviews or progress updates and coaching staff. Managers may incorporate di-
rect questions about equity on status sheets that are used to facilitate such reviews.
These discussions with staff create key opportunities for coaching, as leaders help
team members understand how equity relates to their own daily work and scope of
responsibility. According to one director, “One of the things I do [with] my status
sheet is I always ask a question about equity…‘What’s your conception of equity?
How do you see the connection with equity in your work?’” Another director stated,
“The main principle here is to standardize: whether it’s in our status sheet questions,
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14 D.Y. Hung, et al.

which are one-on-one, day-to-day questions…what questions are we asking related
to equity?”
Challenges to Promoting Diversity. In interviews, leaders often cited the hiring pro-

cess as an opportunity to create a more equitable and inclusive workforce. This was
described as bringing balance to the team while also reflecting patient populations.
However, leaders cited inherent difficulties or misalignment between certain job cri-
teria and candidate experiences, resulting in a workforce that is not representative.
The issue is made more challenging as hiring rules particularly in the public sector
may be at odds with diversity goals. Examples include requiring written tests in En-
glish as a prerequisite for hiring or requiring certain years of tenure in civil service.
Some alternative ways that leaders work with human resources departments include
conducting recruitment efforts among community volunteers or diverse student bod-
ies of local universities. These new protocols are designed using lean-based process
mapping and rapid cycle improvement events.
Perhaps foremost among challenges to an organization’s diversity goals is the need

for staff to be sufficiently informed, trained, and comfortable discussing issues that
may arise. Participants highlighted the importance of using standard work with em-
ployee training, toolkits, and external facilitators to help team members develop a
shared language. This is especially needed as discussion of equity issues can be con-
troversial with team members reluctant to express their thoughts owing to fears of
misspeaking or being misinterpreted. One administrator explained the following:

There’s always the need to better train people to have these conversations…Our
organization needs more people who have the skills to facilitate these kinds of
conversations. Because there are some people that are just great communicators
and they’re great facilitators on all subjects, but especially about DEI which can
be a charged topic.

Leaders also noted the importance of having standards or “ground rules” for how
members interact with each other. One manager suggested that routinizing processes
and providing tangible resources, such as informational slides or laminated cards, can
help reduce variation in understanding certain concepts. Other facilitators include
identifying champions for diversity among organizational leaders, creating an Eq-
uity Council, using trained coaches, and making frequent visits to gemba or clinical
workspaces. These actions help build the trust needed for employees to feel psycho-
logically safe while contributing positively toward equity goals.

Using Humble Inquiry to Advance Equity

Tool to Foster Cultural Humility. We asked leaders about their use of humble in-
quiry, a management approach defined by Edgar Schein9 as both an art and an atti-
tude. According to Schein, humble inquiry is the “fine art of drawing someone out,
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Advancing Equity: Lean Leader Practice and Path Forward 15

of asking questions to which you do not already know the answer, and of building
a relationship based on curiosity and interest in the other person.” Consistent with
this definition, leaders understood humble inquiry as a useful way to engage staff by
asking open-ended questions rather than telling staff what to do. They reported mul-
tiple ways in which humble inquiry is used to address equity in their organization,
including to foster cultural humility and learning. One manager shared the following
perspective:

Humble inquiry is a great tool when it comes to these [equity] problems because
I can take the tactic of, “I don’t know and I am coming to this as an inexperienced
learner.” It’s really easy to be humble when you don’t know anything. So humble
inquiry is a tool that definitely lends itself to these conversations.

Similarly, other interviewees described humble inquiry as helpful in creating safe
conditions for engaging with others. One leader explained how a humble approach
can facilitate more meaningful interactions with a diverse staff:

As part of the inclusive leadership training, we are saying, “Look, we’ve all had
our experiences growing up, life experiences. And that doesn’t inform us about
every culture and every cultural component that’s out there. So, it’s OK to admit
ignorance, and in fact, if you admit ignorance up front before you ask a question,
you’re creating a safer space in which to engage with somebody.”

Problem-Solving in Patient Care. Creating safe spaces is particularly valuable when
responding to conflict situations. One director reported that humble inquiry helps
them first understand the context surrounding conflicts that can arise when providing
care in order to have respectful conversations about it:

Sometimes it’s [used in] getting briefed in kind of a “lay of the land,” having a
conversation with a unit manager to understand, “Hey, was this a traumatic event?
Are people on edge? Do we need to take a time out before we start investigating
the problem?” Sometimes the emotions of the event, particularly violence in the
workplace issues, you have to meet people where they are. Humble inquiry always
starts with that. It’s the respect for the person you’re talking with and who you are
trying to get information from.

From a workflow perspective, leaders also mentioned the value of humble inquiry
in empowering teams to solve complex, systemic problems with an equity lens. One
quality manager described using humble inquiry to address patient safety concerns:

I [try] to understand how deep biases and all the different layers that can be there
unconsciously may lead to an adverse event. Because I know when we put in any
work process: are they doing something different to a person of color or a non-
English speaking patient than to someone else?

Challenges to Humble Inquiry. Leaders acknowledged that humble inquiry is not
easy and requires practice. They highlighted the reality of being a manager who wants
to intervene but must instead learn to ask the right questions and help others come to
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16 D.Y. Hung, et al.

their own conclusions. In this process, phrasing questions to understand the unique
experience of others can be difficult. One executive explained the following:

Sometimes not knowing exactly how to phrase something or how it may come
across to someone can be a very scary moment. Sometimes those conversations can
be hard. Sometimes asking a certain question might be culturally offensive. So
really thinking about how to phrase something in a way that is supportive.

Leaders also shared that humble inquiry does not always take into consideration the
lived experiences on the part of staff members or even leaders themselves. Not every-
one is comfortable answering or asking certain questions, particularly those involving
race. One director remarked, “I don’t feel as comfortable asking questions all the time
because in some instances you’re met with defensiveness.” This was elaborated on by
an administrator:

If you’re dealing with a DEI issue and approaching it from humble inquiry, the
person who’s had a negative experience [feeling] judged or treated differently by a
patient or another staff because they’re in an underrepresented group or gender or
any different category, it could feel to them that you are putting it back on them
to solve the problem. Maybe it isn’t the [time] to be drawing things out. It’s more
of a time to just be present and to hear them, as opposed to problem-solving.

Supporting Equity as an Organizational Goal

Integration With Strategic Goals. Leaders recommended that equity, in addition to
being one of the True North pillars of an organization, should be integrated into all
strategic goals rather than viewed as a separate “call-out” initiative. Because siloing
is common in health care settings, leaders recommended that organizations include
equity in other prioritized areas to increase its relevance as well as awareness among
employees. One executive describes, “Even though equity is its own pillar, it’s also
embedded in all our other pillars as well. Really making sure [as] we think about
quality, safety and staff experience…[it] should be embedded and thought about in
each of those respective areas.”
Integrating equity with other strategic goals requires understanding how certain

data elements intersect with operational assessments and key performance indicators
(KPIs). Beyond basic stratifications of clinical data by patient demographics, as now
required by accrediting agencies, there is need to understand the implications for
equity in the context of a range of important metrics. One director explained the
following:

For a long time we’ve looked at equity very surface-level; I shared some of our
requirements around just stratifying [patient demographics]. But now we’re look-
ing deeper at what that means, what are some of the disparities coming forth?
And what are the data telling us? So our retention rates, our turnover, our staff
experience survey, our patient experience survey, when patients provide feedback
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Advancing Equity: Lean Leader Practice and Path Forward 17

about certain staff…I think equity is one of those things in an organization where
it touches upon intersectionality. It’s about safety. It’s about care experience. It’s
about quality of care. It’s about a lot of the organizational goals, not just one.

Performance Visibility and Measurement Challenges. We asked how leaders demon-
strate performance on equity work and how this is made visible across the organiza-
tion. Some reported using huddle boards in conjunction with True North metrics to
visually display and review progress on institution-wide goals. Other tools included
status sheets and operational reports to track progress on KPIs or other metrics. Lead-
ers expressed the importance of creating systemwide mechanisms for elevating issues
involving diversity or other potentially inequitable outcomes, and suggested clearer
communication about expectations to ensure that goals are translated into terms that
all leaders can understand. One medical director summarized the following:

“Understanding what [DEI] means, what do I need to do? Considering DEI to
mean diverse, equitable, and inclusive, which is so broad; no one really knows
what that means. Instead, give me a sense of where we want to go: What is our
goal? What’s my North Star? That gives me a gap I can start to try and close.”

A manager similarly stated, “We know [equity] is a priority, but it is really hard to
measure something if it’s not clearly defined…We are trying to figure out how we can
measure where we really are, so we can truly cascade down goals to the organization.”

Strengthening Leader Accountability

Transparent Goal Setting and Leader Training. Relevant to making work visible, we
asked how leaders are held accountable to equity as an institutional priority. Many
agreed this is crucial for success, but difficult to operationalize. Interviewees cited
visibility and consistency as two key factors needed to build stronger accountability
structures. These factors must be preceded by transparent goal setting along with
agreement that the goals are fair. As examples of how this is currently done, a nurse
manager and executive administrator, respectively, described setting targets for them-
selves individually and for departments. The nurse manager explained the following:
“The expectation from the institution is that I have goals. I choose them in collabo-
ration with my supervisor, and a lot of the goals I have are actually in collaboration
with the Equity Committee.” The executive administrator stated, “We’re trying to
develop a more accountable approach amongst our leaders by starting the [equity]
training with the understanding that everyone will have a goal by next month…ev-
ery unit will have an equity-related driver or an equity-related PDSA improvement
project at the very least in the next year.”

Although leaders mentioned specific tools such as status sheets to facilitate ac-
countability, they emphasized the importance of building equity into expectations
upstream, followed by regular assessments downstream to ensure progress is being
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18 D.Y. Hung, et al.

made: “Getting [equity] baked into our own goals and performance evaluations, some
metrics that we measure ourselves personally on an annual basis…that’s an important
next step.”
Other recommendations for strengthening accountability included awareness

training as an important way to reinforce leader accountabilities. In some organiza-
tions, just as there are expectations for individuals or departments to engage in equity
work, there are institutional requirements to educate leaders as well. One executive
described the following:

We have a lot of teaching and coaching around awareness. So we are heavily invested
in diversity and equity training as a leadership team. We spend probably 8 hours a
month on team building and doing things around DEI, having real conversations,
sharing stories…we’re accountable to having conversations with the leaders around
that.

Accountability Challenges. Despite these efforts, leaders cited challenges indicating
a need for continued growth in this area. Main challenges included lack of formal ac-
countability structures and measurable outcomes to enforce behavioral expectations.
Leaders expressed a need for clearly conveying cultural norms and creating supportive
measurement systems as a next step or evolution of this work. One executive shared
a common sentiment in many organizations:

There aren’t necessarily explicit outcomes where people are expecting accountabil-
ity or where there’s a structure of accountability…[It]’s not like someone stated,
“Here is the goal and here’s what we’re expecting you as a leader to do. And here’s
how we’re going to hold [you] accountable around diversity and inclusion.”…I’d
love to see us having a system [with] some more accountable metrics and standards
for leaders attached to it.

Nearly all interviewees expressed a need for more assistance in the form of relevant
data, clear expectations and performance measures, and standard tools that leaders
could use to address instances of inequity in the workplace.

Discussion

Organizational initiatives to advance equity are increasingly implemented alongside
QI programs, including lean as a sociotechnical approach to process improvement.6

This presents a synergistic opportunity to integrate broad equity concepts with
practical lean methods that aim to achieve consistent outcomes by reducing vari-
ation and bias. The sociotechnical nature of a lean management philosophy and
corresponding toolset are well-aligned with efforts to promote equity in health care
settings.10 Specifically, foundational lean principles of humble leadership and respect
for individuals are complementary to workforce and patient health equity goals, both
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Advancing Equity: Lean Leader Practice and Path Forward 19

Figure 2. Summary of Study Findings
Findings presented using the Shingo ModelTM as an organizing framework.7

of which can be implemented via interconnected components of a lean framework
(Figure 2). At the core of this framework, organizations seeking to foster these values
in the workplace culture can do so by integrating new activities into the established
DMS, tools, principles, and target results, all of which can be coordinated to reinforce
desired behaviors.

By embedding equity into daily work, leaders can create high-functioning envi-
ronments while improving processes by which patients with diverse backgrounds are
served. For example, managers’ use of humble inquiry provides team members with
a safe space to express challenges by encouraging open, two-way communication and
transparency. This creates psychological safety and a sense among staff that the work-
place is fair and nonpunitive, which is critical for addressing patient safety issues.
Such leader practices not only foster trust and collaboration among staff, but im-
prove organizational effectiveness through better problem-solving, ultimately lead-
ing to improved care quality and patient outcomes.11–12 By creating environments
where individuals are empowered to express themselves, take risks in pointing out
workflow problems, and share ideas without fear of judgment or reprisal, more con-
structive conflict resolution and care innovation can follow.

Equity-focused QI must also be accompanied by efforts to build trust and part-
nership with families, engage them in activities, and collaborate with organizations
in affected communities. Such engagement aligns interventions with unique needs
to maximize equitable outcomes among patients as well as clinical team members
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20 D.Y. Hung, et al.

who care for them.13–14 To ensure meaningful change, QI efforts including lean pro-
cess redesign can first seek to understand existing disparities by examining patient
or employee characteristics such as race and ethnicity, language, socioeconomic sta-
tus, and other social determinants of health.14 Equity goals can then be appropriately
integrated throughout program design, implementation, and evaluation stages, ac-
tively involving diverse stakeholders and employing data-driven strategies to achieve
desired results.13–15

According to our interviews, an outstanding challenge is the need for more stan-
dardized language, shared frameworks, and investment in equity training. Barriers
stemming from differences in cultural backgrounds and individual communication
styles can impede work processes in delivering culturally sensitive care. Moreover,
the absence of shared language can exacerbate feelings of exclusion and marginal-
ization among certain individuals or groups.16 Addressing these challenges requires
continued support in the form of communication coaching or facilitation, standard-
ized tools to foster cultural competence, and inclusive practices that accommodate
diverse backgrounds.4,9,17,18 Notably, a lean organization is continuously seeking to
develop its workforce and provide needed support for both clinical and operational
improvements. There is therefore an opportunity to integrate activities, such as leader
equity training, into other ongoing initiatives while facilitating the practice of newly
acquired skills. In this way, equity can be reinforced and sustained as an integral part
of an organization’s improvement culture.
Consistent with our findings, recent reviews highlight barriers to successful

equity-focused QI programs, including inadequate training, time constraints, and
system-level barriers (e.g., insufficient funding, infrastructural support).15 Building
equity into core operations with a focus on sustainability and organizational resilience
is critical to progress.19,20 To support such efforts, the leaders we interviewed strongly
recommend integrating equity into all strategic goals, ranging from quality, safety,
and affordability to workforce satisfaction and patient experience. Moreover, leader
accountability to this work will require a multifaceted approach.21 Here, leadership
plays an important role in organizational transformation where there is an implicit
understanding that equity and inclusion are not temporary trends in strategic pri-
orities but an inherent part of daily work among all members. By leveraging lean
management systems to create formal accountability structures, behavioral expecta-
tions can be integrated with performance standards to further embed values of equity
into the fabric of an organization.

Conclusion

National efforts to promote health equity and workforce diversity have received at-
tention in a wide range of forms, spanning public health and policy agendas to private

 14680009, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1468-0009.70037 by D

orothy H
ung , W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [16/08/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



Advancing Equity: Lean Leader Practice and Path Forward 21

sector initiatives. These are important factors in delivering safe, high-quality care that
is culturally appropriate and effective for patients. By creating daily management
support structures, safe spaces for communication, performance visibility with clear
expectations, and concrete measurement with accountability to standards, leaders can
play a key role in fostering equitable work environments that empower teams to de-
liver care that meets the needs of patient populations. Given the limitations of our
qualitative research methods, further study is warranted using quantitative or mixed
methods to assess the effectiveness of leader activities in creating such workplace cul-
tures. Identification of key management strategies will be important to guide future
efforts that embrace and embody equity among patients and staff. Additionally, study
of lean management practices combined with other targeted frameworks (e.g., High
Equity Reliability Organizations) may provide insight into their respective strengths
and potential synergies, yielding new knowledge to advance the field.
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