Open Access Library Journal
2026, Volume 13, e15065
ISSN Online: 2333-9721

ISSN Print: 2333-9705

Applying Complexity Leadership Theory to
Advance Disability Inclusion and Adaptive
Capacity in Healthcare Organizations

Nicole Poston

Center for Leadership and Organizations Doctoral Program, Anderson University, Anderson, SC, USA

Email: nicoleposton3@gmail.com

How to cite this paper: Poston, N. (2026)
Applying Complexity Leadership Theory to
Advance Disability Inclusion and Adaptive
Capacity in Healthcare Organizations.
Open Access Library Journal, 13: e15065.
https://doi.org/10.4236/0alib.1115065

Received: February 25, 2026
Accepted: March 14, 2026
Published: March 17, 2026

Copyright © 2026 by author(s) and Open
Access Library Inc.

This work is licensed under the Creative
Commons Attribution International
License (CC BY 4.0).

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

[Omom

Abstract

Healthcare organizations operate in environments characterized by regulatory
intensity, professional pluralism, technological disruption, and chronic re-
source constraints—conditions well described by complexity science. Tradi-
tional bureaucratic leadership models can secure reliability and compliance,
yet they often suppress the interactional dynamics through which adaptation
and inclusion emerge. This manuscript advances Complexity Leadership The-
ory (CLT) by integrating complex adaptive systems thinking, institutional the-
ory, and social capital theory to explain how healthcare organizations can em-
bed disability inclusion as an adaptive capability. A comprehensive literature
synthesis prioritizes healthcare-specific peer-reviewed evidence on distributed
and collective leadership, relational coordination, psychological safety, high-
reliability organizing, and disability-inclusive workforce development in health
professions. Drawing on these streams, the paper develops an integrated con-
ceptual model and a set of theoretically grounded propositions linking institu-
tional pressures, bureaucratic structures, enabling leadership, social capital for-
mation, and inclusion-related performance outcomes. Implications are offered
for healthcare executives seeking to strengthen resilience, innovation, and eq-
uity in complex systems, as well as for researchers designing multilevel empir-
ical tests of complexity-informed inclusion interventions.
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Coordination, Psychological Safety

1. Introduction

Healthcare delivery is increasingly shaped by volatility, uncertainty, and interde-
pendence across clinical, technological, regulatory, and workforce domains. Com-
plexity science argues that such environments cannot be adequately understood
through linear cause-and-effect models; rather, outcomes arise from the interac-
tions among many agents operating under constraints, feedback loops, and evolv-
ing local conditions [1].

Within this context, leadership is not simply a set of individual competencies
but a system-level phenomenon that conditions whether organizations can learn,
adapt, and sustain performance. Healthcare organizations are widely described as
complex adaptive systems characterized by nonlinear dynamics and interdepend-
ence [1]-[3].

Empirical hospital research confirms systemic feedback influences decision-
making and innovation [4] [5]. Implementation science must integrate complex-
ity science to understand systems change [6], while scholars caution against vague
application of complexity rhetoric [7].

In this paper, “disability inclusion outcomes” refer to observable workforce and
work-process results indicating whether employees with disabilities can partici-
pate fully and perform effectively in clinical and administrative roles. Consistent
with disability-inclusion and inclusion-climate literatures, these outcomes include
(a) the timeliness and effectiveness of accommodations and work redesign; (b)
retention and advancement of employees with disabilities; (c) an inclusion climate
in which disability is treated as a routine dimension of workforce diversity rather
than an exception; and (d) participation in team communication, handoffs, and
improvement work without stigma or exclusion [8]-[16]. These outcomes differ
from general DEI commitments or legal compliance because they emphasize im-
plementation in day-to-day operations, how work is organized, coordinated, and

adapted, rather than the presence of policies alone [9] [10] [17].

2. Institutional Pressures and Disability Inclusion

Institutional theory explains coercive and normative pressures shaping healthcare
organizations [8] [9]. Disability inclusion research documents persistent struc-
tural barriers despite compliance [10] [11] [17] [18]. Enabling leadership reduces
symbolic compliance by embedding inclusion into adaptive practice [19].

Disability inclusion is simultaneously a legal mandate and a strategic workforce
opportunity. Evidence across sectors suggests that disability-inclusive employ-
ment can support retention and performance when organizations redesign work
and support participation through effective accommodations and an inclusive cli-
mate [12] [13].
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In healthcare specifically, emerging evidence from nursing education indicates
that disability is present within the training pipeline and that accommodations are
used across didactic and clinical contexts, though practices and data systems re-
main inconsistent [11]. These patterns imply that inclusion barriers are partly
structural—linked to processes, norms, and coordination—and therefore require

leadership approaches suited to complex adaptive systems.

3. Complexity Leadership Theory in Complex Adaptive
Systems

Complexity Leadership Theory (CLT) conceptualizes leadership as an emergent
process arising from interaction within complex adaptive systems and distin-
guishes operational, entrepreneurial, and enabling leadership functions [19] [20].
Operational leadership focuses on administrative control and reliability; entrepre-
neurial leadership generates novelty and adaptation through local interaction; en-
abling leadership links the two by creating adaptive space, managing tensions, and
facilitating learning.

Healthcare synthesis work reports that leadership for complexity is inherently
relational and interdependent, emphasizing collaboration and continuous im-
provement rather than static role definitions [21] [22]. Leadership development
research highlights the importance of systems-based approaches [23]. Evidence of
distributed leadership in NHS contexts demonstrates associations with service im-
provement [24] [25] [26].

4. Systems Thinking in Healthcare Organizations

The complex adaptive systems approach in healthcare emphasizes that organiza-
tional outcomes emerge from interdependent interactions shaped by resource
constraints, professional norms, and local adaptation. Case study evidence from
hospitals shows that feedback loops, informal power, and resource scarcity influ-
ence decision-making processes, such as priority setting [4].

At the unit level, research using a CAS lens links relational conditions and com-
plexity to innovation capacity, indicating that innovation is conditioned by pat-
terns of interaction rather than solely by formal hierarchy [5]. These findings sup-
port CLT’s core claim: adaptive performance depends on enabling interaction, not

simply issuing directives.

5. Institutional Theory and Legitimacy Pressures

Institutional theory explains how organizations conform to coercive, normative,
and mimetic pressures to maintain legitimacy [8] [9]. In healthcare, coercive pres-
sures include disability rights law and accreditation requirements; normative
pressures arise from professional ethics and standards; and mimetic pressures op-
erate when organizations emulate high-performing peers.

However, institutional conformity can lead to symbolic adoption—formal in-

clusion policies decoupled from daily practice. In disability inclusion, symbolic
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adoption may appear as policies with inconsistent interactive processes, limited
psychological safety for disclosure, and narrow interpretations of “fitness” that
restrict access [10] [17]. Enabling leadership provides a pathway for translating

legitimacy demands into substantive redesign work.

6. Social Capital, Relational Coordination, and Psychological
Safety

Social capital theory conceptualizes value as embedded in relationships—trust,
shared norms, and network ties that facilitate coordinated action [27] [28]. In
healthcare, relational coordination provides a well-developed operationalization
of cross-boundary social capital and has been linked to quality, safety, and work-
force outcomes [29].

Empirical evidence demonstrates that higher relational coordination among
nurses and other providers is associated with improved nurse-reported quality
and fewer adverse events [30]. In outpatient surgical contexts, relational coordi-
nation has been associated with better staff and patient outcomes, underscoring
its relevance in time-pressured, interdependent care settings [31].

Social capital theory underscores the importance of trust and network ties [27]
[28]. Relational coordination predicts quality outcomes in healthcare [29]-[31].
Psychological safety promotes voice and learning [32], while leadership openness
influences employee voice behavior [33]. Inclusive climate enhances retention and
performance [14]-[16].

Psychological safety further specifies how relational climates enable learning
and voice behavior—especially relevant for employees with disabilities who may
face stigma or fear negative consequences of disclosure [13] [32].

In the proposed framework, enabling leadership builds psychological safety and
social capital, which in turn sustain inclusive adaptation by normalizing problem-

solving, accommodation planning, and continuous improvement.

7. Empirical Synthesis: Healthcare-Specific Leadership
Evidence

7.1. Distributed Leadership and Improvement Outcomes

Evidence from pluralistic healthcare systems indicates that change leadership pat-
terns are often distributed and that such distribution can be associated with im-
provement. Fitzgerald et al [24], drawing on 10 comparative cases in the English
National Health Service, reported that widely distributed change leadership pat-
terns were associated with stronger service improvement outcomes.

More recent studies clarify that distribution alone is insufficient; alignment is
pivotal. Carstensen et al [34] found that aligned distributed leadership in quality
improvement collaboratives supported progress and achievements but required
active participation of formal managers and coordinators to consolidate emergent
practices and sustain results. At the team level, qualitative evidence suggests that

distributed leadership can lead to role overlap and ambiguity when constellations
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are not clarified.

Chreim and MacNaughton [35] showed that leadership roles overlap, and that
gaps can create ambiguity within healthcare teams, with practical implications for
mapping role boundaries and clarifying ultimate authority in specific domains.
This evidence informs disability inclusion implementation: accommodation suc-
cess is more likely when teams explicitly coordinate who will lead interactive pro-

cesses, monitor implementation, and troubleshoot barriers.

7.2. Leadership Interventions and Measured Outcomes

A systematic review and meta-analysis of leadership effectiveness in healthcare
settings found that leadership interventions were associated with improvements
in outcomes, such as performance and guideline adherence, while acknowledging
heterogeneity across constructs and methods [36].

This heterogeneity is consistent with CLT’s contextual premise: leadership ef-
fects depend on the extent to which interventions alter interaction patterns and
system conditions, rather than on individual traits alone.

Complementing this, a rapid review of adaptive leadership in healthcare re-
ported that adaptive leadership approaches are used to navigate complexity and
unpredictability and are associated with improved collaboration and problem-

solving [37].

7.3. High Reliability Organizing, Safety Culture, and Adaptive
Space

Disability inclusion efforts in healthcare must align with obligations for high-re-
liability and safety culture. Qualitative research on implementing an HRO-in-
spired hospital safety program found uneven understanding and enactment of
HRO principles across professional groups, suggesting that shared sensemaking
and coherent routines are essential for safety transformation [38].
Implementation accounts further demonstrate how HRO principles can support
detection and adaptation to safety threats during large-scale change [39]. Enabling
leadership can frame disability-inclusive redesign as safety-enhancing—standardiz-

ing accessible handoffs and tools—rather than as an exception-making process.

7.4. Innovation and High Reliability

Innovation leadership supports adaptive performance through relational ex-
change [40]. Research on leadership effectiveness demonstrates measurable asso-
ciations with healthcare outcomes [36]. Adaptive leadership in healthcare con-
texts supports collaborative problem solving [37]. High reliability organizing re-

search underscores foundational safety practices [38] [39] [41].

7.5. Disability Inclusion Evidence in Healthcare Education and
Workforce Pipelines

Healthcare inclusion research is expanding in education and training pipelines.
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National cross-sectional evidence from nursing education documented disability
prevalence and accommodation use in prelicensure BSN programs, highlighting
inconsistent data collection and limitations in benchmarking [11].

Commentary in JAMA Network Open has framed disability-inclusive accom-
modations in nursing education as a health equity issue and emphasized that cli-
nicians with disabilities may reduce stereotypes and broaden patient-centered
care [18].

Broader reviews argue that the participation of people with disabilities strength-
ens the health workforce and requires coordinated action across educational in-
stitutions, regulators, and employers [10]. Unit-level complexity influences pa-
tient and nurse outcomes [42]. Distributed leadership configurations must clarify

roles to prevent ambiguity [25].

8. Integrated Conceptual Model and Propositions

Figure 1 integrates these streams by specifying how institutional pressures shape
inclusion priorities, how bureaucratic structures create both reliability and rigid-
ity, and how enabling leadership generates the relational conditions needed for
sustained inclusive practice. Social capital is modeled as a higher-order relational
resource (trust, shared norms, and cross-boundary ties) that supports coordinated
action; relational coordination and psychological safety are treated as proximal,
measurable constructs that reflect and help operationalize those relational condi-
tions in healthcare settings [27] [28] [29] [32].

To support testable propositions, three key explanatory constructs are bounded
as follows. Bureaucratic rigidity refers to the extent to which rules, approvals, and
role boundaries limit local discretion and slow adaptation; observable indicators
include the number of approval layers required for accommodations or work
redesign and the frequency of “exception” requests needed to complete routine

work [19] [20]. Adaptive space refers to formal and informal settings where

Inetituti - - Adaptive
nstitutional Bureaucratic Enabling Leadershi Disabilit
Pressures S Structures S Leadership S D namicsp N IncIusior};
coercive, normative] (standardization, (adaptive space, (inﬁovation Outcomes
mimetic) control) sychological safety learning) .
Social Capital

(trust, networks, shared norms)
Mediator / Mechanism

Note: Institutional pressures shape inclusion priorities and legitimacy demands. Bureaucratic struc-
tures provide reliability but may constrain adaptation. Enabling leadership creates adaptive space and
facilitates learning. Social capital (trust, network ties, shared norms, and shared goals) supports co-
ordinated action across interdependent roles; relational coordination and psychological safety are
proximal, observable relational constructs through which social capital is expressed in day-to-day
work [27]-[29] [32].

Figure 1. Integrated conceptual model of complexity leadership and disability inclusion in healthcare.
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cross-boundary interaction, experimentation, and learning can occur while re-
maining aligned with operational priorities; observable indicators include recur-
ring cross-functional huddles or improvement forums and documented rapid-cy-
cle tests that translate frontline learning into revised routines [6] [19] [20]. Sym-
bolic versus substantive inclusion distinguishes policy adoption that is decoupled
from practice (symbolic) from implementation that reliably changes day-to-day
coordination, disclosure support, and work design (substantive); observable indi-
cators include alignment between written policies and unit-level practices, and
measurable follow-through on accommodations (e.g., completion rates and em-
ployee-reported effectiveness) [9] [8] [10] [17] [13].

Proposition 1. Institutional pressures are more likely to produce substantive
(rather than symbolic) disability inclusion when enabling leadership is present.

Mechanism: enabling leadership converts legitimacy demands into substantive
inclusion by activating specific routines—co-designing accessible workflows with
frontline staff, supporting cross-boundary problem solving between HR, occupa-
tional health, managers, and clinical teams, and sustaining disclosure-supporting
practices that reduce stigma and increase voice (e.g., leader openness, psycholog-
ically safe escalation paths, and proactive accommodation planning) [13] [19] [20]
[29] [32] [33].

Proposition 2. Bureaucratic rigidity is negatively associated with inclusive ad-
aptation; enabling leadership weakens this negative association by creating adap-
tive space for redesign.

Proposition 3. Enabling leadership positively predicts social capital formation
across interdependent workgroups; social capital mediates the relationship be-
tween enabling leadership and disability inclusion outcomes.

Proposition 4. Psychological safety mediates the relationship between enabling
leadership and inclusive climate, strengthening distributed problem-solving and
voice behaviors among staff, including employees with disabilities.

Proposition 5. Relational coordination moderates the relationship between
disability inclusion practices and performance outcomes (quality, safety, staff
well-being), such that stronger coordination increases positive effects.

Levels of analysis: Proposition 1 is primarily positioned at the organizational
and field levels (institutional pressures shaping organizational responses), with
enabling leadership as an organizational capability. Proposition 2 is expected to
operate at both the organizational and unit levels because rigidity is often embed-
ded in enterprise policies, yet experienced in local work systems. Proposition 3
focuses on social capital formation across interdependent workgroups (unit-to-
unit and profession-to-profession ties), while Proposition 4 is most proximal at
the team/unit and individual levels through psychological safety and voice behav-
iors. Proposition 5 is primarily a unit-level contingency because relational coor-
dination is enacted through routine cross-role communication in specific care set-
tings. Although the relationships are theorized to generalize across clinical units

and hybrid administrative/clinical roles, the strength of effects is likely to vary
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with unit complexity, staffing instability, and the clarity of boundaries of distrib-
uted leadership roles [19] [24] [35] [42].

9. Implications for Healthcare Executive Practice

Executives should treat disability inclusion as an adaptive capability tightly coupled
to quality, safety, and workforce resilience. Practically, this requires (a) investing in
enabling leadership behaviors (boundary spanning, facilitation, conflict engagement,
systems sensemaking), (b) operationalizing relational coordination through struc-
tured cross-functional routines (huddles, joint problem solving, feedback loops), and
(¢) aligning inclusion redesign with safety culture and HRO principles to standardize

supportive routines and reduce implementation variance across units.

10. Future Research

Future research should test the integrated model using multilevel designs. Sug-
gested outcomes include the climate for inclusion, the timeliness and effectiveness
of accommodations, retention of workers with disabilities, relational coordination
metrics, psychological safety, and patient safety and quality indicators. Longitu-
dinal and realist evaluation approaches may help distinguish symbolic adoption
from durable practice change and identify which enabling leadership behaviors
are most critical under differing regulatory and clinical constraints.

Boundary conditions and limitations: the model may apply less cleanly in con-
texts where formal constraints sharply limit local discretion, such as highly un-
ionized environments with tightly specified job duties, roles governed by narrowly
regulated scope-of-practice rules, or organizations operating under extreme and
persistent staffing shortages. In these settings, enabling leadership may still create
adaptive space, but the available “design levers” may shift toward negotiated
changes, standard work redesign, and high-reliability routines rather than task
flexibility alone [19] [38] [41] [42]. Similarly, when institutional pressures are
dominated by compliance logics, organizations may default to symbolic adoption
unless leaders intentionally build cross-boundary routines that sustain follow-
through at the unit level [8] [9].

11. Conclusion

By integrating CLT with complex adaptive systems thinking, institutional theory,
and mechanisms of social capital, this manuscript reframes disability inclusion as
an adaptive, relational, and system-level capability. Healthcare-specific empirical
evidence on distributed leadership, relational coordination, leadership interven-
tions, high-reliability organizing, and disability-inclusive participation supports
the central claim that enabling leadership and social capital are pivotal for sus-

tainable inclusion and performance in complex systems.
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