
BH gets creative with benefits to 
recruit and retain talent.
Embracing its employees—along with 
their babies—is a hallmark of BH 
Management. Visit the offices of this 
Des Moines, Iowa-based operator 
of 90,000 apartment homes across 
305 apartment communities, and 
you’re as likely to see a baby nestled 
in the arms of Mom or Dad as you 
are spreadsheets, bar charts and 
operational dashboards projected onto 
a conference room screen.
That’s because in its race to recruit and 
retain more employees, BH has opened 
its offices to staff members’ newborn 
babies to provide a benefit in work-life 
balance.
“We have three babies who are 
graduating from our babies-at-work 
program this December, and we have 
six more coming to our Des Moines 
and Dallas offices in 2020,” says 
President and CEO Joanna Zabriskie, 

who championed the program, with all 
the enthusiasm of a proud parent. 
“We really need to think about this 
differently to make a social impact.”
Babies at Work: From ‘No Way’ to ‘OK’
Zabriskie, when introduced to the idea 
by a colleague at a luncheon, initially 
dismissed it. “When I first heard about 
the babies-at-work program, I thought 
it was a terrible idea, frankly, because 
babies are loud, they’re messy and 
they’re distractions,” she says. 
But just like a newborn cooing for a 
parent’s attention, the idea wouldn’t 
leave her alone.
“I couldn’t stop thinking about it,” 
says Zabriskie. “I kept wondering if 
it’s possible to do work-life balance 
differently than previous generations 
have done it. I wondered, could 
we make that transition easier for 
new parents to come back to work, 
especially in this low-unemployment 
economy, and spend more time with 
their babies.”

The result for BH is now a 
formal, 12-page HR policy, 
complete with guidelines 
for what to do with fussy 
infants (a quiet room 
has been set aside for 
outbursts of more than 
five minutes), as well as 
designated alternate-care 
providers [BH employees], 
who can take over for 
parents when they need 
uninterrupted time to 
focus or even just enjoy 
a hot lunch. The program 
is designed for parents 
to bring babies to work 
after their three months 
of maternity or paternity 
leave, and for the babies 
to stay until they’re six 
months old, or become 

mobile, whichever comes first.
“We know how valuable this program 
is—it’s not something that’s offered 
to a lot of our friends in other 
industries,” says Jessica Grandstaff, a 
Midwest Regional Trainer at BH, and 
a designated alternate-care provider, 
who describes herself as BH’s happiest 
employee. “I get to snuggle with a cute 
little baby four days a week.”
BH’s babies-at-work program is unusual 
but not unique. According to the Salt 
Lake City, Utah-based Parenting in 
the Workplace Institute, more than 
200 companies have babies-at-work 
programs nationally, with more than 
2,100 babies having participated to 
date. Zabriskie visited the Girl Scouts 
of Greater Iowa, which already had a 
babies-at-work program in place, to 
gather information and best practices 
for BH’s policy. “We researched a lot 
of policies online, and we’re happy 
to share any information on how it’s 
working and lessons learned,” she says.
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Baby Steps
The firm’s first employee to participate 
in the program—Allison Nielsen, 
BH’s Director of Training and mom of 
newborn Cole Nielsen—was anxious 
on day one and afterwards.
“I was a little nervous,” Nielsen says. 
“Not only would I be in an office with 
a baby, I would be responsible for 
him and all of the disruptions he may 
cause. I had a hard time wrapping my 
mind around how I could work and be 
productive, and still be present with 
him as a parent.”
But Zabriskie made sure to welcome 
Nielsen personally on her first day back 
from maternity leave with Cole, and the 
63 percent female workforce at BH’s 
headquarters made mom and baby 
quickly feel right at home.
“There was just the warmest reception 
from everyone, stopping in or, when 
I’d go down to the employee café to 
get coffee, asking how he was doing,” 
Nielsen says.
Her nerves calmed down about two 
weeks into the program, when she 
and Grandstaff, Cole’s alternate-care 
provider, were on a conference call and 
Cole rolled over in his Pak-n-Play for 
the first time.
“That’s when the enormity of this 
opportunity really hit me, that I would 
have missed that milestone moment if 
he was at daycare and not with me,” 
Nielsen says. 

“Then, when we announced it on the 
call, the team was also just so excited 
that they asked us to put him on the 
video chat because they wanted to see 
him, too.”
Zabriskie says taking time for those 
kinds of moments during the day has 
benefited her company far beyond the 
minutes it may have initially diverted 
from work-related tasks.
“We really wanted to make sure that 
babies would fit into work, and that we 
would all still be productive,” Zabriskie 
says. “What we’ve found is that it’s 
just added a little bit Wof joy to that 
productivity.”

It’s also resulted in some pretty 
surprised reactions from others in the 
workplace. “I can’t tell you how many 
times I’ve ridden up in the elevator 
with Cole in the stroller, and someone 
asks, ‘Oh, is it bring-your-baby-to-work 
day?’ And I say actually, it’s bring your 
baby to work for three months. They 
can’t imagine it.”
Cole has even been present in 
meetings with BH clients.
“We’ve had investors come through 
and their eyes open really wide,” 
Zabriskie says. “But nobody’s pushed 
back about it; they think it’s great. It’s 
just that nobody can actually imagine 
doing it.”
As 2019 came to a close, so did 
Cole’s time at BH headquarters as he 
approached his six-month birthday. 
The company gave him a graduation 
ceremony, complete with a baby-sized 
cap and gown.
“But the ceremony’s not really for the 
baby, because he won’t remember 
it,” Zabriskie says. “It’s for the rest 
of the office to say goodbye and to 
acknowledge the relationships that 
we’ve built with the child. We’re going 
to be sad to see Cole go.”
At BH Management, it’s just another 
life stage, a milestone moment that an 
increasing number of parents will get 
to experience by having their babies at 
work.


