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A Study on the Role of the Director of Nursing as a Linking Pin During the
Transitional Phase of Organizational Change

Tomoko Ozawa
Division of Nursing, Department of Healthcare, Postgraduate School of Healthcare,
Postgraduate School, Tokyo Healthcare University

Background

Japanese healthcare is facing challenges due to a declining birthrate, an aging
population, and policies aimed at curbing medical costs, making transformation within
hospitals essential. Previous studies have noted the particularly critical role that the
transitional phase of organizational change plays in this process.

Organizational change in hospitals is decided and driven by senior management.
Whether the policies determined by these executives are successfully implemented largely
depends on trends such as staffing and operational conditions within the nursing
department, which accounts for nearly half of the organization’s workforce. During the
transitional phase of change, it is essential that situational analyses and forecasts from the
nursing department are provided in a timely manner and shared organically. The role
played by the Director of Nursing at such a time becomes significant. Given his
membership in two distinct groups, as both a senior manager and the head of the nursing
department, the Director of Nursing serves a vital function as a linking pin, which involves
facilitating the flow of information within the organization, engaging with all levels, both
vertically and horizontally, and fostering a bidirectional influence process.

However, prior research has not identified studies that specifically examine the
functions performed by the Director of Nursing during the transitional phase of hospital
organizational change.

Purpose
This study is intended to clarify the functions performed by the Director of Nursing as a
linking pin during the transitional phase of organizational change.

Methods

The study considered the system and circumstances surrounding the Director of Nursing
as a single field of forces, aiming to holistically highlight their actions within the context
in which they occurred. With this intent in mind, data were broadly collected from
individuals involved in the phenomenon, and a single-case-study method was employed.

In this study, the work-style reform, aimed at improving the working environment of
medical professionals and supported through mandatory enforcement, was chosen as a case
that vividly demonstrates the “linking pin” function of the Director of Nursing. The
participants included the Director of Nursing of a single hospital, the hospital
administrator, four senior management executives, and two deputy directors of nursing.
Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews and documents, organized
chronologically, and analyzed using qualitative descriptive analysis with reference to
ethnography. The functions of the Director of Nursing as a linking pin were thereby
identified, and the significance of these functions during the transitional phase of
organizational change was examined.
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Results

In the context of work-style reform, the Director of Nursing’s function as a linking pin
involved repeatedly “maintaining supportive relationships” between upper and lower
levels as well as across departments—such as senior management, other departments, and
their own—while “facilitating decision-making adjustments.” This enabled them to “guide
policies to practical implementation” within their own department. Simultaneously, by
“building and leveraging social networks,” they aligned these efforts with management
policies, contributing to transforming nurses’ working environments, the utilization of
nurses’ professional expertise, efficient nursing operations, workforce retention, and the
realization of sustainable work practices. This was achieved by “fostering emergent work-
style support” and “anticipating the future needs of organizational leadership,” thereby
supporting the continuity of transformative activities. It was considered that “creating and
maintaining an open and challenging workplace” played a foundational role, encompassing
the linking pin’s role in facilitating smooth communication and establishing a bidirectional
influence process.

Conclusion

1) During the transitional phase of organizational change, the Director of Nursing’s
function as a linking pin can be characterized as repeatedly “maintaining supportive
relationships” while “facilitating decision-making adjustments,” thereby “leading policies
to practical implementation” within their own department. Simultaneously, it became
evident that they “build and leverage social networks” to align with management policies,
“foster emergent work-style support,” and “anticipate the future needs of organizational
leadership.” It was also clarified that “creating and maintaining an open and challenging
workplace” plays a foundational role, enabling a bidirectional influence process and
supporting the exercise of these roles.

2) The linking pin function of the Director of Nursing facilitates inter-organizational
communication by balancing the quality of healthcare and hospital management, guiding
the decision-making of stakeholders and reflecting these decisions in the practical
operations of the nursing department. This supports the integration of transformative
activities, suggesting a model for the role of the Director of Nursing in organizational
change.

3) Research on organizational change, by broadly collecting contextualized data from
involved individuals, allows for the interpretation of its meaning and background, thereby
enhancing understanding.

4) This study is a single case study and provides rich insights into nursing management
practices within an organization. However, its findings are restricted to this specific case,
limiting theoretical generalization. While this case was treated as a positive example,
challenges remain in strengthening the results derived from this study. This could be
achieved by comparing it with counterexamples (cases in which change did not progress),
conducting follow-up studies with multiple cases, or comparing it with other
transformational phenomena.

Keywords: Organizational changes, linking pin, nursing director function, nursing
management
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