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Complexity leadership theory: a framework for 
leading in Australian early childhood education 
settings1

Leanne Gibbs, Charles Sturt University, Australia 
Frances Press, Manchester Metropolitan University, United Kingdom
Sandie Wong, Macquarie University, Australia

Abstract
This chapter discusses the context for leading in Australian early childhood educa-
tion (ECE) settings. It highlights the challenges that exist in assuming and performing 
the leadership role in the complex milieu of people, policy and practice. It discusses 
challenges to leadership in ECE. Those challenges include lack of supply and rates 
of attrition of educators and leaders and lack of preparedness for leadership roles 
in ECE.
This is a conceptual chapter that proposes a theoretical framework – complexity 
leadership theory within complex adaptive systems. The theory is applied as a foun-
dation for considering leadership in contemporary ECE environments and for sup-
porting the emergence, preparation and development of leaders.   

German Abstract
Dieses Papier diskutiert die den Leitungskontext in im australischen System der 
frühen Bildung. Es hebt die Herausforderungen hervor, die in Annahmen sowie 
Handlungsweisen in der Leitungsrolle im komplexen Milieu von Personen, Politik 
und Praxis stecken. Es diskutiert die Herausforderungen der Leitung in der frühen 
Bildung. Solche Herausforderungen umfassen das Fehlen der Verfügbarkeit und 
den Schwund an pädagogischem Personal und Leitungskräften sowie die fehlende 
Vorbereitung auf Leitungsrollen in der frühen Bildung. Es handelt sich um einen 
Konzept-Kapitel, das einen theoretischen Bezugsrahmen vorschlägt – die Komplexi-
täts-Leitungstheorie innerhalb komplexer, sich anpassender Systeme. Die Theorie 
wird als Grundlage für das Nachdenken über Leitung in zeitgenössischen Umgebun-
gen für die frühe Bildung und zur Unterstützung der Gewinnung, Vorbereitung und 
Entwicklung von Leitungskräften angewandt.

Finnish Abstract
Tässä luvussa pohditaan johtamisen konteksteja australialaisessa varhaiskasvatuk-
sessa. Luvussa tähdennetään haasteita, joita johtajuusroolin toteuttamiselle nousee 

1   This article has been object of double blind peer reviews.
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ihmisten, poliittisten linjausten ja käytäntöjen paineissa. Tämän pohjalta keskustel-
laan varhaiskasvatuksen johtamisen kehittämishaasteista. Näihin haasteisiin sisältyy 
opettajien ja johtajien saatavuus ongelmat sekä heidän puutteelliset valmiutensa 
varhaiskasvatuksen johtajuusrooleihin. Luku on käsitteellinen avaus. Se esittelee teo-
reettisen viitekehyksen – monitahoinen johtajuusteoria mukautuvissa moninaisissa 
systeemeissä. Teoriaa on sovellettu tarkasteltaessa johtajuutta nykyisissä varhaiskas-
vatuksen konteksteissa. Sitä on hyödynnetty myös johtajien kouluttamisen ja kehit-
tämisen tukena.

Introduction 
This conceptual and theoretical chapter focuses upon the challenges and oppor-
tunities of leading in Australian early childhood education (ECE). Leading and 
leadership in ECE is enacted within a complex landscape comprising complicat-
ed legislation, a volatile workforce, comprehensive standards of practice and a 
diversity of children and families. In that context, the chapter highlights the per-
ceptions that reinforce the challenges of leading in ECE and goes on to discuss an 
alternative theoretical framework; -complexity leadership theory and complex 
adaptive systems theory. This framework is proposed as a way of thinking about 
the emergence of leadership in an environment where educators can practice 
leading, and the conditions are created in which leadership can be cultivated and 
developed.

Leading and leadership
Leadership has an important influence on quality in early childhood education 
(ECE) settings. Effective leadership, characterised by collective vision building, 
shared understandings and goals, good communication, and the building of a 
professional learning culture, is fundamental to improved outcomes for children 
participating in ECE (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007). Waniganayake, Cheese-
man, Fenech, Hadley, and Shepherd (2016) assert leadership is framed by three 
elements; the person (traits, values, personality), the place (ECE settings) and 
the position (ascribed leadership role). Another conceptualisation of leadership 
recognises leading as an act that can be in the hands of all educators within the 
early childhood education setting. Leading represents an emergence of leader-
ship, where leadership can be practiced both for the direct impact of the activity 
and for the preparation for a formal leadership role. In this context leading is a 
socially just practice occurring as a relational activity within a collective. It is a 
dynamic activity that can be undertaken by anyone and is not limited to those 
in formal leadership roles (Wilkinson, Olin, Lund, Ahlberg, & Nyvaller, 2010).  
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The context for leading and leadership in Australian ECE
Leadership is performed in Australian ECE settings in a complex milieu of pol-
icy, people and practices. Policy and funding arrangements are shared across 
three levels of government (Commonwealth, State and Local government) and 
all ECE settings are subject to Commonwealth legislation that is administered 
through each State and Territory. The legislation aims to raise the quality of ed-
ucation and care in ECE from both an operational and educational standpoint 
through the National Regulations and the National Quality Standard embedded 
in the regulations. The legislation is designed to increase women’s workforce par-
ticipation, provide for universal access for all children to high quality education 
in the year before school, develop the ECE workforce and reduce the cost of child 
care for families. ECE is delivered though a mixed market comprised of private 
for-profit and public services. There are no restrictions on profit making (as there 
are in the Australian school system) and no regulation on fees, although fee sub-
sidies are capped (Productivity Commission, 2014). 

The Australian ECE workforce consists of predominantly women (91%), 
with a range of qualifications. Eighty five percent of the workforce has an ECE re-
lated qualification of a degree (24%) a diploma (39%) and/ or a certificate (39%). 
Forty one percent has just one to three years tenure in their current setting (The 
Social Research Centre, 2016). Educators are considered to be underpaid in 
comparison to other sectors. 

Practices in early childhood education settings are bound by the National 
Quality Standard (NQS). These assessable standards comprise educational pro-
gram and practice, health and safety, the physical environment, staffing arrange-
ments, relationships with children and families and leadership and management, 
and are made up of descriptors and elements for practice in the ECE setting. 
The quality measures for Leadership and Management (Quality Area 7) within 
the NQS (Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority, 2017) 
were created from understandings of effective leadership in ECE. Overarching 
concepts of leadership found in the standards (culture, professional learning and 
continuous improvement) are entrenched in the principles, with the elements of 
governance, induction and work performance closely linked with ‘management’ 
(Drucker & Wartzman, 2010; Waniganayake et al., 2016). The NQS does not 
define leadership, but leadership is intrinsically linked with a formal role in a 
setting where responsibility for meeting standards is embedded in national law 
and rests with a formal role identified as the Nominated Supervisor. 

The pressure on the enactment of leadership in this environment is exacer-
bated by frequent changes to legislation and the increasing demand for leaders 
who are prepared for this leadership role. There is a predicted growth of four-
teen percent in the number of ECE centres over the five years from 2016-2021 
(BankWest, 2015). This projected increase means that more leaders will be need-
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ed in the future. These leaders must have leadership preparation, professional 
expertise, and capability to manage the complex demands of compliance, fund-
ing, pedagogy and the community of the early childhood setting (Productivity 
Commission, 2011; The Social Research Centre, 2016). However, it appears that 
educators who move into formal leadership roles, such as centre director, room 
leader or educational leader often feel unprepared and lack important profes-
sional skills and experience. They move into leadership roles more by ‘accident’ 
than intention and lack the necessary practice and preparation for the role (Sims, 
Forrest, Semann, & Slattery, 2014; Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007). 

The sustainability of leadership in the ECE sector is also impacted by the 
leadership ‘pipeline’. A recent Australian study of 1200 qualified ECE educators, 
found that one in five participants planned to leave their job within a year be-
cause of low pay, feeling undervalued and the burden of increasing time spent 
on paperwork (Irvine, Sumsion, Lunn, & Thorpe, 2016). Furthermore, recent 
research by the Mitchell Institute highlights the continuing lack of systemic sup-
port for the development of leadership in ECE, and argues that this is a lost 
opportunity for the enhancement of quality and leadership sustainability in ECE 
(Torii, Fox, & Cloney, 2017 ). 

The quality of ECE settings is linked with leadership enactment yet it may 
be that leading, and leadership is not fully understood nor developed within the 
profession. The ECE leadership role, in its current form, requires leaders to be 
powerful, knowledgeable and certain, as well as responsible for the development 
of others. Yet educators appear to have had inadequate preparation for, and prac-
tice in, ‘leading’ (Hard & Jónsdóttir, 2013; Sims et al., 2014). Whilst there is some 
research on professional development for leaders within ECE settings, there is 
no conclusive evidence that the current preparation programs produce effective 
leadership in formal or informal roles, or result in improved service quality (Lay-
en, 2015; Nicholson & Kroll, 2015; Stamopoulos, 2015; Talan, Bloom, & Kelton, 
2014; Thornton, 2010). Inexperienced and aspiring leaders continue to report a 
perceived lack of preparedness to take on leadership responsibilities (Sims et al., 
2014). Sinclair (2007). As Waniganayake et al. (2016) argue, this lack of prepar-
edness and confidence is an unsustainable model for leadership for both organ-
isations and individuals. 

The challenge of ‘equilibrium’
A further challenge to the practice of leadership exists in the theoretical domain. 
One such problematic theoretical concept is the notion of ‘equilibrium’. ‘Equilib-
rium’ is considered to be a favourable state. Within ECE settings and is driven by 
the expectations of those who work in and manage ECE settings. That is, there is 
a persistent view that leadership success within early childhood settings can be 
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measured by a leader’s capacity to bring an organisation into a state of equilib-
rium. This state of equilibrium is characterised by stability and harmony within 
the setting (Bloom, 1991; Jillian Rodd, 2012). In theoretical terms, equilibrium 
is achieved when there is a balance between individual and organisational satis-
faction. Satisfaction is comprised of shared and fulfilled economic and cultural 
values and compliance expectations (Bennis, Spreitzer, & Cummings, 2001). In 
this model, the formal leader within the setting orchestrates, maneuvers, directs 
and facilitates outcomes and brings about the state of equilibrium.

However, equilibrium may be an inadequate benchmark of leadership effec-
tiveness. The central control, predictability of outcomes, and stability of organi-
sational performance associated with equilibrium may constrain the emergence 
and development of leading and leadership. For instance, the need to ensure 
harmony and balance could lead to constraints on innovation, radical solutions 
and independent action where educators practice leading and take individual 
responsibility within the collective. Further, educators may be reticent to ‘try out’ 
or practice leading in a culture where compliance takes precedence, and could be 
a constraining factor (Woodrow, 2007).

An alternative theoretical approach to leadership, that anticipates the com-
plexity of organisations and the need for the development of leading and leader-
ship, could be complexity leadership theory. This dynamic theory addresses the 
challenges of complicated environments and provides a setting for the demo-
cratic emergence and enactment of leadership (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2007). The 
enactment of complexity leadership theory is not dependent upon the state of 
equilibrium. We outline complexity leadership theory below.

Complexity leadership theory 
Complexity leadership theory, located in complex adaptive systems theory, may 
provide a useful contemporary framework for leading and leadership in ECE. 
Complexity leadership theory is concerned with emergence of leadership, self-or-
ganisation in complex environments, devolution of formal leadership roles and 
interdependence (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017; Wilkinson & Kemmis, 2014). Thus, 
it responds to the challenges of leading in the ECE context; including the lack of 
preparedness for leadership roles experienced by ECE professionals. It presents 
an opportunity to reconceptualise leadership and to subsequently address the 
constrainers and enablers for leading and leadership in ECE.

According to Hunt and Dodge (2000) complexity leadership theory arose 
from the development and maturing of theories such as transformational, con-
tingent and distributed leadership. Complexity leadership theorists believed that 
established theories were not well positioned to meet the challenges faced by 
leaders in increasingly complex organisations characterised by complicated regu-
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lation, diverse workforces and unanticipated world events (Plowman et al., 2007; 
Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2007). Complexity leadership theory therefore came as a 
response to increasing organisational complexity. It was an explicit recognition 
that a different type of leadership was needed for a different type of organisation 
(Lichtenstein et al., 2006; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2011). Complexity leadership was 
posited by leadership theorists as a suitable proposition for current times – one 
that accommodates the challenges and unexpected events of contemporary or-
ganisational environments.

In a customary bureaucratic model of leadership, an ascribed leader guides 
an organisation to a known vision and outcomes, and individuals are inspired 
and motivated to achieve goals (Rodd, 2013; Waniganayake et al., 2016). Con-
versely, with its roots in complexity theory, complexity leadership theory has 
several ‘schools of thought’, all of which reject a model of leadership that relies 
on individual power and control. The model of complexity leadership theory 
proposed by Uhl-Bien, Marion, and McKelvey (2007) represents the evolution 
of complexity leadership theory concepts, embedded in complex adaptive sys-
tems. This model of complexity leadership theory is built around three functions. 
These functions are administrative leadership, adaptive leadership and enabling 
leadership. A distillation of these functions forms a theoretical framework from 
the educational leadership perspective and is offered by Marion and Gonzales 
(2013).

• Administrative leadership is built around standard functions of manage-
ment and bureaucracy. It seeks to standardise and make systems compliant 
to exploit resources that are available to the organisation.

• Adaptive leadership describes the change and influence that is facilitated 
through collective dynamics within the team or working group. This is lea-
dership in, rather than of, the group.

• Enabling leadership has two functions. One is to create the structural, or-
ganisational and relational conditions for disequilibrium and subsequent 
creativity and innovation. The other is to manage the balance between ad-
ministrative and adaptive functions.
(Marion & Gonzales, 2013)

In this theoretical framework, organisations are depicted as complex adaptive 
systems.
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Complexity leadership theory within complex adaptive 
systems
Leadership theory and research on leadership has been historically founded 
on the view that organisations conform to a model of general systems theory 
(Schneider & Somers, 2006). The general systems theory portrays ‘good’ organ-
isations as having stable patterns of relationships within structured boundaries 
where feedback corrects disequilibrium and there is a consistent preservation of 
the structure and the system. Energy and influence within the organisation come 
from the external environment and outcomes are predictable (Brown, 2011; Sch-
neider & Somers, 2006). Complex adaptive systems theory disrupts this general 
systems theory model.

Complex adaptive systems theory views organisations as having less pre-
dictable outcomes and being situated at the edge of chaos. Chaos is not depicted 
negatively. Complex adaptive systems are characterised by chaotic, unpredicta-
ble interactions between people and materials that are needs based, emergent, 
catalytic and constructed on initial feedback. Emergence of action results from 
the interaction with the environment rather than as a direct influence of the en-
vironment. This emergence involves a subtle redistribution of power where basic 
principles relate to preservation and adaptation of the system. Most importantly, 
outcomes are unpredictable and full of possibilities (Schneider & Somers, 2006). 
Complex adaptive systems theory moves beyond the narrow meaning and re-
ductionism of general systems theory where structured systems and actions re-
sult in predictable outcomes. Cilliers and Spurrett (1999) assert that complex 
systems have characteristics where many elements interact richly in an unpre-
dictable way. The system has feedback loops and exists in a state of disequilibri-
um, self-organisation and emergence (Cilliers & Spurrett, 1999; Marion, 2008). 
The outcomes in complex adaptive systems are unpredictable and the disequilib-
rium can result in innovative solutions.

Customary ECE organisational theory shares common ground with the 
principles of both general systems theory and complex adaptive systems theo-
ry (Härkönen, 2002; Waniganayake et al., 2016) but there are also points of di-
vergence. For example, Bloom (1991), an influential ECE leadership researcher, 
classified ‘child care centres’ as complex social systems in an effort to understand 
the dynamics of organisational life. Bloom’s seminal systems theory comprised 
the internal environment (people, structure and processes) influenced by the ex-
ternal environment (funding, regulations and professional community), (Bloom, 
1991; Bloom, 2005). In this portrayal, ECE settings are characterised as products 
of ‘benevolent external administration’. However, this situation is inconsistent 
with complexity theory and complex adaptive systems. Complexity theory con-
versely invests power and influence in internal environments. It sees organisa-
tions as a creation of the influence and power of internal, rather than external, 

This content downloaded from 137.111.13.200 on Thu, 31 Oct 2019 03:36:44 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



180

Complexity leadership theory

forces (Hazy & Uhl Bien, 2015; Marion, 2008). For example, in an ECE setting, 
complexity theory would see internal forces driving decisions on how to best 
use funding supplied by government rather than relying only on external guide-
lines. External guidelines, in this example, form a critical foundation for decision 
making and the standard for execution of funds. Professional knowledge and 
practice, as an internal driver, expertly informs decision making and potentially 
enhances the programs that are delivered through that funding (Waniganayake 
et al., 2016). 

In Bloom’s approach the formal leader is endowed with the power to di-
rect and guide decision-making to plan, to set goals, solve problems, manage 
conflict and so on. This depiction of ECE settings is distinguished by dynamic, 
productive interrelationships conforming with complex adaptive systems theory 
but divergence occurs where leadership is concerned. Bloom (1991) sees for-
mal leaders as principally responsible for predictable outcomes whereas complex 
adaptive systems theory favours emergence and unpredictable outcomes (Mari-
on & Gonzales, 2013). The ECE system described by Bloom is preoccupied with 
measurable results and establishes equilibrium as a gauge of effectiveness. She 
cites the barometer of organisational effectiveness as the outcomes, but notes 
these as ‘multidimensional’ (Bloom, 1991).

ECE settings are conversely depicted by Urban (2008) as dynamic environ-
ments, always in a state of flux and instability, and needing to be flexible and 
adaptive. This view conflicts with the perspective that settings must be in balance 
to be effective (Bloom, 1991). In Bloom’s systems approach (1988; 1991), prob-
lems are identified, analysed and remedied and structures put in place to ensure 
success. The formal leader is most often in charge of this process and is ultimate-
ly responsible for the achievement and effectiveness of the organisation. Such a 
system favours attributes of power and control and tends to rely on a traditional 
bureaucratic form of leadership (Drucker, 2008; Urban, 2008). These conflicting, 
yet interrelated, perspectives on leadership provide a platform for considering 
the relevance of complexity leadership theory for ECE settings.

The following table conceptually maps complexity leadership theory in com-
plex adaptive systems against leading in ECE settings to elucidate the case for the 
application of complexity leadership theory. 
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Table 1. Complexity leadership theory, complex adaptive systems and ECE settings

Leading in ECE settings Complexity Leadership in complex 
adaptive systems

Leading is conducted in ECE settings in 
complex organisations.

Complexity Leadership Theory is located 
in settings that are complex.

Leading in ECE settings must deliver on 
compliance to be effective and accoun-

table.

Administrative leadership within comple-
xity leadership theory engages in plan-
ning, resourcing, goals, and structured 

tasks.
Leading in ECE must generate solutions 

and creative responses as change is cons-
tant.

Adaptive leadership within complexity 
leadership theory produces innovative 

solutions.
Leaders are often “accidental” and unpre-

pared to take on leadership.
Enabling leadership in complexity leader-

ship theory encourages emergence of 
leadership. It enables leadership through 

the integration of administrative and 
adaptive functions.

Limitations of complexity leadership theory
It is important, at this point, to consider the limitations of complexity leadership 
theory. This ensures our focus does not become enchanted by the “siren song” of 
theory and subsequently is “deracinated from practice” (Rasmussen, 2017, p. 66). 
Some leadership theorists proposed complexity leadership theory as a remedy to 
the reductionist outcomes of traditional leadership theory (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 
2011). The proposition is that complexity leadership theory redresses the lack of 
creativity, innovation and emergence—suppressed when leadership is enacted 
through control and implementation of externally organising systems. Complex-
ity leadership theory promotes the emergence of patterns and behaviours that 
lead to self-organisation and unpredictable outcomes that are purportedly great-
er than can be foreseen. Complexity leadership theory encourages the emergence 
of leading by decentralising power (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2007).

The positive conceptualisation of complexity leadership theory as a pana-
cea does, however, have limitations. Solow and Szmerekovsky (2006) explored 
the limitations of complexity leadership theory through computer modelling 
of scenarios that tested central control versus self-organisation. Solow and Sz-
merekovsky were aware that, following a period of complexity leadership and 
self-organisation, some organisations had reintroduced formal leaders in order 
to achieve outcomes. They proposed that a level of central organisation was re-
quired to realise the benefits of self-organisation and emergence. Their model-
ling showed a need for the exertion of levels of centralised control, but the levels 
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remained indeterminate. The question of the need for, and amount of, control for 
organisational success remained (Solow & Szmerekovsky, 2006).

Levy (2000) also found that the lack of central control, characteristic of 
complexity leadership theory, meant that some creative and innovative solutions 
could not be implemented successfully. The lack of an externally managed sys-
tematic framework inhibited implementation. Although Levy saw that adapt-
ability could be built into work practices, he believed that a lack of generalisable 
conclusions made strategic planning and predicting an organisation’s future very 
challenging (Levy, 2000). In the context of ECE settings, this limitation could 
be experienced when creative solutions are conceived but fail to be realised. The 
failure occurs because strategic systems for the implementation of solutions have 
not been developed.

Additional limitations were identified by Marion and Uhl-Bien (2002) and 
Brown (2011) in the application of complexity leadership theory to the ‘real 
world’. Marion and Uhl-Bien (2002) highlighted that complexity leadership 
could not be practiced on its own and that other forms of leadership theory 
are required to achieve any objectives. They maintained complexity leadership 
could be used to strengthen the impact of other forms of leadership (for example, 
transformational leadership). They suggest that complexity leadership should be 
supplemented by other forms of leadership that expand the view and mission of 
the leader, and the theory cannot be used in isolation.

Brown (2011) expands on this limitation by maintaining that the complexity 
leadership approach can only be conducted by leaders with a mature self-identi-
ty and a willingness to make meaning through critical reflection. This meaning 
making or sense making requires a leader who is prepared to lead without all of 
the answers into an unpredictable outcome (Sinclair, 2007; Weick & Sutcliffe, 
2011) with a theory that has not been fully legitimised (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 
2011). Uhl-Bien and Marion (2011) say that this lack of legitimisation ‘makes 
it hard for leadership scholars to “get their head around” complexity theory as 
the traditional thinking tends towards leader’s individual characteristics and 
achievement of outcomes’ (p. 472). 

These limitations pose challenges and opportunities for the theoretical ap-
plication to the early childhood education sector. Our search has not found any 
existing applications of complexity theory to the early childhood education field 
and yet the application of complexity theory to ECE may be instructive. Com-
plexity theory attends to the concern that ECE leadership has not been adequate-
ly conceptualised in a way that recognises the complexity of ECE settings and the 
importance of emerging leadership (Shin, Recchia, Lee, Lee, & Mullarkey, 2004; 
Urban, 2008). It also responds to the lack of theorisation of a unique model of 
leadership for ECE (Davis, Krieg, & Smith, 2015; Waniganayake et al., 2016) and 
the propensity for ‘accidental’ leadership that can leave educators unprepared for 
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leadership and formal roles of leadership in ECE settings (Hard, 2008; Hard & 
Jónsdóttir, 2013). Complexity leadership theory with its primary focus on emer-
gence and self- organisation could offer educators the opportunity to practice 
‘leading’ behaviours and to assert leadership without the central control and ap-
proval of those in formal leadership roles.

The need for leaders to exercise critical reflection to theorise complexi-
ty leadership cited as a limitation by Brown (2011) and Marion and Uhl-Bien 
(2002) may not be as challenging in ECE settings as in other organisations. This 
type of reflective practice is an ‘everyday’ component of educational program 
and practice in ECE settings (Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality 
Authority, 2017).  

Conclusion
Leading and leadership in Australian early childhood education is practiced in 
a complex milieu of people, policy and practices often without adequate prepa-
ration, systemic support or professional development. The challenges regarding 
ongoing emergence and development of leadership cause concern over possible 
shortages of those willing and ready to take on leadership roles in the ECE sector. 

This chapter has discussed those concerns and proposes an alternative the-
oretical lens- through which to view leading in the ECE sector – complexity 
leadership theory. Complexity leadership theory with its capacity to cultivate 
leadership in dynamic and multifaceted environments and to encourage inno-
vation creates an opportunity for the complex ECE setting. Our exploration of 
the theory suggests this alternative may offer a foundation for thinking and op-
portunities for the emergence and development of leadership within Australian 
ECE settings.
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