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1 Introduction to Healthcare Research and Organization Theory

As organizational scholars who conduct research in healthcare settings, we have

often been asked to explain the value of developing organization theory based

on studies of hospitals, physicians, or other healthcare professionals when they

are so “different” from other organizations and other ways of organizing. In

short, we answer by saying it is exactly because healthcare organizations are so

highly institutionalized, and so strongly based on a professional workforce, and

so tightly connected to government policy that they serve as excellent settings

for developing concepts about (for example) organizational change, networks,

the diffusion of innovation, resource dependency, social identity, the profes-

sions, and institutional theory.

In particular, when qualitative researchers seek contexts that can be classified

as “extreme cases,” there is an abundance of opportunities in healthcare set-

tings. And as researchers continue the quest to understand whole systems that

inherently connect what could be called micro, meso, and macro levels of

analysis, healthcare stands out as an ideal setting for empirical investigations.

All of this is to say that we have written this Element with the underlying belief

that more attention to the value of healthcare settings in the development of

organization theory is long overdue.

Thus, we have two overall aims in writing this Element. The first is to

motivate scholars working in the field of general organizational and manage-

ment studies to use the healthcare industry as an empirical context for their work

in theory development. Similarly, we aim to encourage those who have already

been studying the healthcare industry to use this setting to extend what we know

about general management and organization theory. To support this aim, we

show the ways that scholars have already developed organization theory

through the study of healthcare settings. Indeed, it turns out that, although

there has been some variation, the number of articles of this type published in

highly ranked theory development journals in the last decade has generally

increased over time. In Section 2 we summarize the results from these studies,

focusing on the particular contributions they make to theory development.

Our second aim is to encourage healthcare researchers to increase their use of

organization theory to advance knowledge about the provision of healthcare

services. Kurt Lewin (1951), one of the most prominent social psychologists of

his generation, captured our argument well in his dictum, “There is nothing so

practical as a good theory.” This stands in contrast to our investigation of the

citation records of the organization theory articles we identify in Section 2. We

found that very few of these articles are referenced in key healthcare journals.

We argue that theory-informed healthcare research can produce important
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insights for managers, policy-makers, and clinicians that they otherwise would

have overlooked. To accomplish this aim, in Section 3 we discuss examples of

how healthcare management researchers have used organization theory to

develop more practical knowledge with the potential to improve access to,

and the cost and quality of, healthcare services.

1.1 Why Healthcare?

Throughout the world, healthcare is one of the most passionately and publicly

debated aspects of everyday life. Its impact is not only personal but societal and

economic as well. Almost all national governments devote time, energy, and

resources to developing policy related to healthcare. In terms of economic

impact, healthcare spending ranges from approximately 8 percent to more

than 16 percent of gross domestic product (GDP), making it one of the largest

industries globally. In developing countries, the need for healthcare has a major

impact on what can and cannot be accomplished. Common to nearly all

countries is the fact that the healthcare needs of many of its citizens are at

best only partially met.

Broadly defined, the healthcare industry involves an enormously diverse

range of people, technologies, professions, and organizational arrangements,

encompassing many types of public, nonprofit, and for-profit organizations. The

size, diversity, interconnectedness, complexity, and broad impact of the health-

care sector make it a rich and important setting for conducting organizational

and management research.

Although there has been a great deal of research on healthcare, most of this

work has focused either on clinical issues or on healthcare policy. These areas

have largely been within the domains of scholars in the biological sciences, or in

the case of policy, economists and political scientists. In the past few decades,

researchers have paid increased attention to studying healthcare organization

and management. This shift in focus is entirely appropriate and much needed, in

view of the fact that the vast majority of healthcare services are delivered

through organizations, whether these are health clinics, hospitals, private prac-

tice groups, nursing homes, or laboratories.

Unfortunately, most of the research conducted on healthcare organizations

has been published in journals and books that are directed primarily to

a healthcare audience. Some of this work draws on the theory and research

published in the various disciplines of management (which we discuss in

Section 3), although most often it has not. In addition, and also unfortunately,

general organizational scholars tend to read or use very little of this work to help

inform their research.
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As a result, what we know as organizational scholars about the people and

organizations providing healthcare has tended to be underdeveloped theoretic-

ally. In addition, and perhaps of even greater concern, organizational researchers

have typically not looked to the healthcare industry as a forum for testing their

theories, thus limiting what can be said about the generalizability of their work

outside of traditional business settings. When healthcare settings have been used

in studies published in general organizational journals, the distinctive aspects of

the healthcare setting are minimized. Although some organizational journals and

reviewers for these journals may encourage minimal attention to the research

context, we suggest that there are potential advantages to more clearly elaborat-

ing the distinctive features of healthcare settings.

1.2 Why Healthcare Is an Excellent Research Setting to Advance
Organization Theory

We argue that, compared to other industries, fields, and organizations, health-

care settings provide exceptionally rich contexts for the development of organ-

ization theory because:

• Healthcare systems inherently combine macro, meso, and micro levels,

facilitating cross-level analyses and whole-system analyses.

• The multilevel interdependencies among frontline workers (especially pro-

fessionals) and between organizational and field-level actors facilitate

research that advance theory about inter- and intraorganizational dynamics,

including agency at multiple levels of analysis.

• Diverse professional groups are influential in work arrangements and organ-

izations, giving opportunities for in-depth studies of power and influence as

well as the relationships among professions.

• Advanced technologies play a critical role – ranging from genomic work to

radiologic imaging, to vaccines and information technology, opening up poten-

tial for studying the impact of robotics and blockchain modeling, for example.

• The interplay between relatively tight and complex regulation coupled with

demands for professional autonomy is clearly evident in many aspects of

service delivery, allowing research that examines conflict and coordination

within and across organizational boundaries.

• The intersection of public and private ownership and funding creates oppor-

tunities to study how different forms of governance influence organizations

and organizational systems.

• The deep ethical and humanitarian concerns that accompany everyday work,

especially – but certainly not only – in the midst of deadly pandemics,

facilitate attention to the role of emotions and human-centered work.
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• The ongoing need for adaptation, structural change, and performance

improvement and, at the same time, stability at the organizational and field

levels allows researchers to tackle questions regarding change and stability.

• Despite differences between nations and world regions, similarities that exist

across the globe in the organization of healthcare systems and organizations

facilitate learning at a global level and can help to improve our understanding

of the overall complexity of organizations and fields.

In the next sections of this Element, we elaborate these topics. In Section 2 we

explain the results of our review of papers published in organizational journals

over the last decade. Overall, we show how researchers have used empirical

findings from investigations in healthcare settings to advance organization

theory. In particular, we highlight contributions to the literature on institutional

theory, the professions, social identity, networks, the diffusion of innovation,

and organizational change.

In Section 3, we switch our focus to papers published in scholarly healthcare

journals, where we examine how healthcare researchers have used organization

theory to develop practical knowledge with the potential to improve access to,

and the cost and quality of, healthcare services. This review reveals a surprising

level of disconnect between research published in organization theory journals

and that published in healthcare journals. We show the gap between organiza-

tion theory articles identified in Section 2 and their use in healthcare articles,

and explain how more integrated use of theory could improve healthcare

research.

In Section 4, we conclude by presenting our overall views about the need for

much tighter connections between organization theory and healthcare research.

We also offer suggestions for future research. Since we believe strongly in the

value of theory, we argue that healthcare research can be improved with more

active use of recent developments in organization theory; we also call on

organizational theorists to be more attuned to the results of healthcare research.

We contend that theory must be continuously renewed, and that such renewal

can only happen when theorists pay attention to empirical confirmation or

rebuttal of theory in the context of practice. In the next sections we develop

these ideas more fully.

2HowResearchers UseHealthcare Empirical Settings to Develop
Organization Theory

In this section we discuss how researchers have contributed to organization

theory through the analysis of empirical data from healthcare settings. We see

this as an important and interesting question because of our personal
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engagement as researchers with the rich and multilevel context that healthcare

provides, as well as our knowledge of other research in healthcare settings

generating thoughtful and novel contributions to different aspects of organiza-

tion theory. Based on our sense that there are a lot more healthcare articles than

there used to be in the top organizational journals, we set out to confirm (or not)

our hunches.

Thus, we conducted a systematic search of all articles published from 2009 to

2020 in the following journals: Academy of Management Journal, Administrative

Science Quarterly, Organization Science, Journal of Management Studies, and

Organization Studies. We chose these journals because they are focused on

publishingmanuscripts that make a strong contribution to theory, and collectively

they provide academic, geographic, and empirical diversity.

From this set, we identified articles based on empirical research in healthcare

settings that contributed to any aspect of organization theory. We excluded

articles with a purelymicrolevel focus, such asworkermotivation or participation

in teams. We identified seventy-five articles over the almost twelve years of our

timeframe, with a peak number of twelve articles published in 2016. (Figure 1

shows the distribution of articles per year.) We then analyzed each of the articles,

categorizing them according to their main theoretical contribution. Table 1, which

shows our list of articles, provides the foundation for our discussion about the

ways in which research conducted in healthcare settings has developed organiza-

tion theory.

Since we were interested in how healthcare articles make contributions to

organization theory, we grouped the articles in our dataset according to the
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Figure 1 Healthcare-based publications per year

(*note: 2020 is for eight months)
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