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INTRODUCTION:
WHY
ORGANIZATIONAL
BEHAVIOR
MATTERS IN
HEALTHCARE

H e a l t h c a r e
organizat ions  are
a m o n g  t h e  m o s t
complex  and  critical
institutions  in  modern
society.  They  operate
u n d e r  c o n s t a n t
pressure  to  deliver
safe,  effective,  and

compassionate  care
while managing scarce
resources,  diverse
teams of professionals,
and  rapidly  evolving
r e g u l a t i o n s .
Understanding  how
people  behave  within
these  systems—and
how  to  design  those
systems  for  optimal
performance—is  the
d o m a i n  o f
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l
behavior theory and
design  in  health
c a r e .  T h i s
interdisciplinary  field
draws  on  psychology,
s o c i o l o g y ,  a n d
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management  science
to explain and improve
interactions  among
healthcare  workers,
pat ients ,  and  the
structures that support
them.  When  applied
t h o u g h t f u l l y ,
organizational behavior
principles can enhance
teamwork,  reduce
burnout,  increase
patient  satisfaction,
and  ultimately  save
l ives .  Th is  ar t ic le
explores  foundational
t h e o r i e s ,  d e s i g n
strategies,  and  real-
world applications that
make  organizational
behavior  theory  and
design in health care a
vital  tool  for  modern
health systems.

WHAT IS
ORGANIZATIONAL
BEHAVIOR THEORY
IN HEALTH CARE?

O r g a n i z a t i o n a l
behavior  (OB)  theory
e x a m i n e s  h o w

individuals,  groups,
a n d  s t r u c t u r e s
influence  behavior
within an organization.
In  health  care,  this
means  analyzing  how
d o c t o r s ,  n u r s e s ,
administrators,  and
support  staff  interact
with  each  other  and
with  patients.  It  also
considers  how  the
p h y s i c a l  l a y o u t ,
policies, and culture of
a  hospital  or  cl inic
s h a p e  t h o s e
i n t e r a c t i o n s .  B y
applying  OB  theory,
leaders  can  design
work  environments
t h a t  f o s t e r
c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,
col laboration,  and
c o n t i n u o u s
improvement. The goal
i s  to  a l i gn  human
behav ior  w i th  the
mission  of  delivering
high-quality  care.
The  field  gained
prominence  in  health
care  as  researchers
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recognized  that  many
medical  errors  and
inefficiencies  stemmed
not  from  individual
incompetence but from
flawed  systems.  For
example,  a  poor ly
designed  handoff
process between shifts
can  lead  to  crit ical
in fo rmat ion  loss .
O r g a n i z a t i o n a l
behavior  theory  and
design  in  health  care
offers  frameworks  to
a d d r e s s  s u c h
challenges by focusing
on  team  dynamics,
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g ,
m o t i v a t i o n ,  a n d
leadership.

KEY
ORGANIZATIONAL
BEHAVIOR
THEORIES APPLIED
TO HEALTH CARE

Systems
Theory:
The
Whole Is
Greater
Than the
Sum of
Its Parts
Systems  theory  views
a  h e a l t h c a r e
organization as a set of
i n t e r c o n n e c t e d
parts—departments,
roles,  technologies,
and  processes—that
must work together. A
change  in  one  area
(e.g.,  new  electronic
health record software)
affects  many  others
(e.g., nursing workflow,
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p h y s i c i a n
documentation  time,
billing). In health care,
systems thinking helps
leaders  anticipate
ripple effects and avoid
siloed decision-making.
For  instance,  when  a
hospital  redesigns  its
emergency department
layout, systems theory
prompts  consideration
of  how  patient  flow
impacts  radiology,  lab
services, and inpatient
admissions.  Applying
this  theory  reduces
b o t t l e n e c k s  a n d
improves  pat ien t
outcomes.

Continge
ncy
Theory:
One Size

Does Not
Fit All
Contingency  theory
asserts  that  the  most
effective organizational
structure  depends  on
the  environment  and
tasks at hand. In health
care, this means that a
small community clinic
should not be designed
like  a  large  academic
medical center. Factors
s u c h  a s  p a t i e n t
v o l u m e ,  a c u i t y ,
regulatory  demands,
a n d  w o r k f o r c e
composition determine
the best approach. For
e x a m p l e ,  a  r u r a l
primary  care  practice
may benefit from a flat
hierarchy  and  flexible
roles,  while  a  trauma
center  needs  clear
command  structures
and  s tandard ized
protocols. Leaders who
u n d e r s t a n d
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contingency theory can
tailor  designs  to  their
u n i q u e  c o n t e x t ,
i m p r o v i n g  b o t h
efficiency  and  staff
satisfaction.

Organizat
ional
Culture
Theory:
The
Invisible
Hand
Edgar  Schein’s  model
o f  o rgan izat iona l
c u l t u r e — a r t i f a c t s ,
espoused  values,  and
bas i c  unde r l y i ng
a s s u m p t i o n s — i s
particularly powerful in
h e a l t h  c a r e .  A
hospita l ’s  cul ture

shapes  everything
from how nurses speak
t o  p h y s i c i a n s  t o
whether  staff  feel  safe
repor t ing  e r ro rs .
O r g a n i z a t i o n a l
behavior theory and
design  in  health
care  emphasizes  that
culture is not just a soft
concept;  it  directly
affects  clinical
o u t c o m e s .  F o r
example, a culture that
prioritizes  hierarchy
may discourage a new
nurse from questioning
a  sen io r  doc to r ’ s
medicat ion  order,
leading to preventable
harm.  Designing  a
c u l t u r e  o f
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
safety—where all team
members  can  speak
up—requires deliberate
changes  in  leadership
behav io r ,  reward
s y s t e m s ,  a n d
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
practices.



6

6 Organizational Behavior Theory And
Design In Health Care

2022-09-02

Motivatio
n
Theories:
What
Drives
Healthcar
e
Workers?
Motivating  healthcare
p r o f e s s i o n a l s  i s
complex because their
work  is  intrinsically
meaningful  but  also
exhausting.  Theories
such  as  Herzberg’s
Two-Factor  Theory
(hygiene  factors  vs.
motivators)  and  Self-
Determination  Theory
( a u t o n o m y ,
c o m p e t e n c e ,

relatedness)  offer
insights.  For  instance,
whi le  compet i t ive
s a l a r y  a n d  s a f e
working conditions are
hygiene  factors  that
prevent dissatisfaction,
t rue  engagement
comes from autonomy
in  clinical  decision-
making,  opportunities
for  learning,  and  a
sense  of  belonging.
Designing  roles  that
p r o v i d e  t h e s e
motivators—such  as
shared  governance
models for nurses—can
reduce  turnover  and
improve  patient  care.

ORGANIZATIONAL
DESIGN IN HEALTH
CARE:
STRUCTURES THAT
WORK

Design  refers  to  how
an  organizat ion  is
s t r u c t u r e d :  i t s
r e p o r t i n g  l i n e s ,
departmentalization,
c o o r d i n a t i o n
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mechan isms,  and
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g
authority.  In  health
care, common designs
include  functional  (by
medical  specialty),
divisional  (by  patient
p o p u l a t i o n  o r
geography),  matrix
(combined  functional
and  project  teams),
a n d  t e a m - b a s e d
structures.  Each  has
trade-offs.
F u n c t i o n a l
structures  (e .g . ,
separate  departments
for surgery, cardiology,
radiology)  promote
deep expertise but can
create  silos.  Patients
w i t h  c o m o r b i d
c o n d i t i o n s  m a y
experience fragmented
c a r e .  M a t r i x
structures attempt to
bridge silos by having
staff  report  to  both  a
department head and a
care team leader. This
is common in hospitals
with  interdisciplinary

rounds  o r  cance r
c e n t e r s  w h e r e
oncologists,  surgeons,
a n d  r a d i o l o g i s t s
collaborate.  However,
matrix  designs  can
cause  role  confusion
and power struggles if
not managed well.
Team-based  design
is  increasingly  central
to  organizational
behavior theory and
design  in  health
care.  High-reliability
organizat ions  l ike
aviation  and  nuclear
power  use  teams  to
m a n a g e  c o m p l e x
tasks, and health care
follows  suit.  Examples
include rapid response
teams, operating room
crews,  and  primary
care  pods.  Research
s h o w s  t h a t  w e l l -
designed  teams  with
clear  roles,  shared
goals, and mutual trust
reduce  errors  and
i m p r o v e  p a t i e n t
satisfaction. The key is
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to  integrate  team
s t r u c t u r e s  w i t h
s u p p o r t i n g
systems—such  as
shared  schedules,
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
technologies,  and
aligned  performance
metrics.

LEADERSHIP IN
HEALTHCARE
ORGANIZATIONS

Leade r sh ip  s t y l e
profoundly  shapes
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l
behavior.  In  health
care,  transformational
leadership—inspiring
and  motivating  staff  to
ach ieve  a  sha red
vision—is  associated
w i t h  h i g h e r  j o b
satisfaction and better
patient  outcomes.  In
contrast,  transactional
leadership (focusing on
r e w a r d s  a n d
punishments) can work
for  routine  tasks  but
may  stifle  innovation.
Situational  leadership,

which  adapts  style  to
the  team’s  maturity
a n d  t h e  t a s k ’ s
complexity,  is  also
valuable.
Healthcare  leaders
f a c e  u n i q u e
challenges:  they  must
m a n a g e  h i g h l y
educated professionals
who  value  autonomy,
nav iga te  i n tense
emotional  demands,
and  balance  clinical
and business priorities.
Effective leaders in this
sector use participative
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g ,
e s p e c i a l l y  w h e n
d e s i g n i n g  n e w
workflows  or
implementing changes.
By  involving  frontline
staff  in  design
decisions,  leaders  tap
into  practical  wisdom
and  build  buy-in.  This
approach  aligns  with
p r i n c i p l e s  o f
organizational behavior
theory  and  design  in
health  care,  which
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emphasize that people
support what they help
create.

CHANGE
MANAGEMENT AND
INNOVATION

H e a l t h c a r e  i s
c o n s t a n t l y
e v o l v i n g — n e w
t r e a t m e n t s ,
t e c h n o l o g i e s ,
r e g u l a t i o n s ,  a n d
p a y m e n t  m o d e l s
require  organizations
to adapt. Yet change is
notoriously difficult due
to  entrenched  habits,
professional  identities,
and  fear  of  failure.
Applying organizational
b e h a v i o r  t h e o r y
facilitates  smoother
transitions.  Kotter’s
eight-step  model  for
leading change (create
u r g e n c y ,  b u i l d
c o a l i t i o n ,  f o r m
strategic  vision,  enlist
volunteers,  enable
action, generate short-
term  wins,  sustain

acceleration,  institute
change)  has  been
successfully adapted in
hospitals  shifting  to
value-based  care  or
i m p l e m e n t i n g
telemedicine.
For  example,  when  a
clinic  adopts  a  new
patient  scheduling
system,  leaders  can
use  OB  ins ights  to
anticipate  resistance.
They  might  pilot  the
change  with  a  small
team, gather feedback,
and communicate early
wins. Designing change
m a n a g e m e n t
processes that address
e m o t i o n a l  a n d
relational  aspects—not
just  technical  ones—is
e s s e n t i a l .
O r g a n i z a t i o n a l
behavior theory and
design  in  health
care provides tools for
stakeholder  analysis,
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
planning,  and  culture
assessment that make
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change stick.

PATIENT
OUTCOMES AND
SAFETY CULTURE

The  ultimate  test  of
any  organizational
design  is  its  effect  on
patients.  Research
consistently shows that
hospitals  with  strong
safety  cultures—where
reporting  errors  is
encouraged, teamwork
spans  disciplines,  and
leadership  prioritizes
s a f e t y  o v e r
blame—have  lower
r a t e s  o f  a d v e r s e
events.  Organizational
b e h a v i o r  t h e o r y
explains  this:  when
psychological  safety
exists,  staff  share
information  freely,
catch  mistakes  early,
and  collaborate  on
solutions.
F o r  i n s t a n c e ,
i m p l e m e n t i n g  a
s t r u c t u r e d

communication  tool
like  SBAR  (Situation,
B a c k g r o u n d ,
A s s e s s m e n t ,
R e c o m m e n d a t i o n )
d u r i n g  n u r s e - t o -
physician calls reduces
misunderstandings.
This is a simple design
intervention  rooted  in
O B  p r i n c i p l e s .
Similarly,  creating
i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y
bedside  rounds  where
al l  team  members
(including  patients)
contribute can improve
outcomes and shorten
length  of  stay.  These
examples  show  how
behavioral  insights
translate into concrete
design  changes  that
enhance  care.

CHALLENGES IN
APPLYING
ORGANIZATIONAL
BEHAVIOR THEORY
AND DESIGN IN
HEALTH CARE
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Despite  its  potential,
applying OB theory  in
hea l thca re  f aces
obstacles.  One  major
challenge is the siloed
nature  of  healthcare
professions—doctors,
n u r s e s ,  a n d
administrators  often
train  separately  and
d e v e l o p  d i s t i n c t
cultures.  Br idging
these  tribes  requires
intentional  design  of
c r o s s - p r o f e s s i o n a l
forums  and  shared
g o a l s .  A n o t h e r
challenge  is  the  high-
stakes,  time-pressured
environment; staff may
resist  changes  that
slow them down, even
i f  t h o s e  c h a n g e s
i m p r o v e  s a f e t y .
L e a d e r s  m u s t
demonstrate  clear
value  and  provide
adequate resources.
Additionally, measuring
t h e  i m p a c t  o f
organizational behavior
i n t e r v e n t i o n s  i s

difficult.  While  a  new
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
protocol  might  reduce
errors,  many variables
affect  patient
o u t c o m e s .
Nevertheless,  the
g r o w i n g  b o d y  o f
evidence  from  fields
like lean management,
h u m a n  f a c t o r s
eng ineer ing ,  and
positive  organizational
scholarship  supports
the  value  of  these
a p p r o a c h e s .
Overcoming resistance
requires  persistent,
d a t a - d r i v e n
communication  and
vis ible  leadership
commitment.

FUTURE
DIRECTIONS: AI,
REMOTE TEAMS,
AND INTEGRATED
CARE

The  future  of  health
care  wil l  bring  new
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l
challenges.  Artificial
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i n t e l l i g e n c e  w i l l
automate  some  tasks
but  also  change  roles
and  decision-making
processes.  Design
must  ensure  that  AI
augments  rather  than
undermines  human
judgment. Remote care
and telehealth  require
new  team  structures
that  span  physical
distance.  How do  you
b u i l d  t r u s t  a n d
coordination  among
clinicians  who  rarely
meet  face-to-face?
Virtual  team  design,
s u p p o r t e d  b y
collaboration platforms
and  clear  protocols,
will  become  essential.
I n t e g r a t e d  c a r e
models—combin ing
physical,  behavioral,
a n d  s o c i a l
s e r v i c e s — d e m a n d
even  greater  cross-
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l
collaboration.  These
models rely on network
designs  rather  than

traditional  hierarchies.
O r g a n i z a t i o n a l
behavior theory and
design  in  health
care  wil l  evolve  to
a d d r e s s  t h e s e
complexities,  drawing
on  network  theory,
complexity  science,
a n d  d i g i t a l
collaboration  research.
Leaders  who invest  in
understanding  human
behavior  and  system
design  wil l  be  best
equipped  to  navigate
the future.

CONCLUSION

O r g a n i z a t i o n a l
behavior  theory  and
design in health care is
n o t  a n  a b s t r a c t
academic  exercise—it
is a practical toolkit for
improving the lives  of
both  pat ients  and
p r o v i d e r s .  B y
understanding  how
people  behave  within
complex  systems,
leaders  can  create
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structures,  cultures,
and  processes  that
enable  safer,  more
efficient,  and  more
compassionate  care.
From  systems  theory
a n d  c o n t i n g e n c y
approaches  to  team-
based  des ign  and
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n a l
leadership, the insights
from  this  field  offer  a
roadmap  for  tackling

some of  health  care’s
m o s t  p e r s i s t e n t
chal lenges.  As  the
industry  continues  to
c h a n g e ,  t h e
organizations  that
e m b r a c e  t h e s e
principles  will  be  the
ones  tha t  th r i ve .
I n v e s t i n g  i n
organizational behavior
is  investing  in  better
health for everyone.


