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Abstract 

 

As the number of neurodiverse students attending Canada’s colleges and universities increases, 

there is a growing awareness of the need for greater neuroinclusivity within the postsecondary 

education sector. This paper is a theory-building essay that proposes a conceptual framework 

for enhancing neuroinclusivity across British Columbia’s post-secondary system. The 

proposed conceptual framework consists of four main components: institutional theory, 

organizational sensemaking, compassionate systems leadership and organizational responses. 

Bridging the micro, meso, and macro levels, the conceptual framework provides a 

comprehensive model that demonstrates how organizations interpret institutional contexts and 

pressures through internal sensemaking processes. Compassionate systems leadership provides 

a lens to inform and shape these sensemaking processes to produce substantive organizational 

responses that are innovative, generative, and inclusive. 
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Introduction 

 

As the number of neurodiverse students attending Canada’s colleges and universities increases, 

there is a growing awareness of the need for greater neuroinclusivity within the postsecondary 

education sector. This paper is a theory building essay that proposes a conceptual framework 

for analyzing and enhancing neuroinclusivity in British Columbia’s post-secondary education 

system. The conceptual framework consists of four components: institutional theory, 

organizational sensemaking, compassionate systems leadership, and organizational responses. 

Bridging the micro, meso, and macro levels, the conceptual framework provides a 

comprehensive model that examines how organizations interpret institutional contexts and 

pressures through internal sensemaking processes to inform organizational decisions and 

actions. Compassionate systems leadership provides a lens to inform and shape these 

sensemaking processes to produce substantive organizational responses that are innovative, 

generative, and inclusive. The conceptual framework provided may be applicable in future 

research to analyze other issues within the field of higher education organizational studies. The 

paper consists of three sections. The first section provides the background and context for the 

topic of neuroinclusivity in the British Columbia post-secondary system. The second section 

outlines the conceptual framework. The third section applies the conceptual framework to the 

issue of enhancing neuroinclusivity in British Columbia’s post-secondary system. 

 

Neuroinclusivity encapsulates the attitudes and social practices that allow individuals 

identifying as neurodiverse to flourish within a given environment. VanDaalen et al. (2025) 

explain that the term neurodiversity emerged in the 1990s from online autism self-advocacy 

communities, promoting respect for neurological variation. Further, VanDaalen et al. discusses 

that the definitions of neurodiversity vary among scholars and advocates, with no single 

universally accepted definition. Moreover, definitions of neurodiversity continue to shift 

depending on the sociocultural context and who is participating in the conversation (McLennan 

et al., 2025). Neurodiversity may include autistic individuals or individuals identifying with 

attention deficit disorder, dyslexia, developmental language disorder, or developmental 

coordination disorder (Hamilton & Petty, 2023; Spaeth & Pearson, 2023). The neurodiversity 

paradigm rejects seeing neurodevelopmental differences as disorders (Dwyer, 2022). Instead, 

the neurodiversity paradigm views differences in processing social and sensory information, 

focusing, sustaining attention, and managing movements as natural variations offering unique 

strengths and challenges that are akin to biodiversity in nature (Singer, 2017).  

 

Current research on neuroinclusivity in higher education highlights three interconnected 

themes: rising identification of neurodivergent students, persistent systemic barriers, and the 

growing call for affirming, institution-wide practices. In recent years, the number of students 

identifying as neurodivergent in higher education has increased (Dobson Waters & Torgerson, 

2021; Fane, 2025), yet neurodivergent learners remain underrepresented in Canadian 

postsecondary contexts (McGowan, 2025). This gap is intensified by low disclosure rates, with 

fewer than half of neurodiverse students sharing their identities or diagnoses due to stigma, 

fear, and institutional barriers (McGowan, 2025). Despite estimates that 10–20% of the general 

population is neurodivergent, the absence of comprehensive Canadian data limits institutions’ 

capacity to design responsive, evidence-based policies (McGowan, 2025). 

 

Neurodivergent postsecondary students experience disproportionately high dropout rates, with 

long-term implications for quality of life (Anderson et al., 2019; Dobson Waters & Torgerson, 

2021). Academic demands, social transitions, and unsupportive learning environments 

contribute to these outcomes, particularly when cognitive differences are met with negative 
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social feedback (Clouder et al., 2020; Dwyer, 2022; Spaeth & Pearson, 2023). Barriers to 

accommodations—including financial costs, complex procedures, and privacy concerns—

further restrict access to support (Dinç & Kohler, 2025), while social isolation and exclusion 

persist due to communication differences and widespread misunderstandings of neurodiversity 

(Dinç & Kohler, 2025). For autistic students, the transition to higher education is frequently 

associated with deteriorating mental health, underscoring the need for targeted transition 

supports (Goddard & Cook, 2022; Horlin et al., 2024). 

 

Evidence increasingly points to the value of holistic approaches, including support, peer 

mentorship, and universal design learning initiatives (Fane, 2025). Findings from Canada’s 

first national survey on neurodivergent students further identify executive functioning 

challenges as common yet under-addressed barriers, while showing that disclosure is linked to 

improved access and satisfaction with supports (Fane, 2024). Hybrid learning, counselling, and 

relational supports emerge as key enablers, reinforcing recommendations for campus-wide 

training and wrap-around service models to advance neuroinclusivity across Canadian 

postsecondary institutions (Fane, 2024). 

 

Conceptual Framework 

 

We propose a conceptual framework to analyze and enhance neuroinclusivity within the British 

Columbia higher education system. The conceptual framework consists of four key 

components: institutional theory, organizational sensemaking, compassionate systems 

leadership, and organizational responses (see Figure 1). Institutional theory focuses on external 

contexts and pressures that act on and shape organizations. Organizations interpret these 

pressures through processes of internal sensemaking. Compassionate systems leadership can 

inform this organizational sensemaking by providing a lens through which these institutional 

pressures are interpreted, mediated, or transformed to inform organizational responses. By 

combining institutional theory, organizational sensemaking, and compassionate systems 

leadership the conceptual framework integrates the macro, meso, and micro levels. The 

proposed framework can be used as a diagnostic tool to analyze the current state as well as a 

design tool to propose leverage points for action.  

 

Institutional Theory 

 

The first component of our conceptual framework is institutional theory. Institutional theory 

draws an important distinction between the terms “organization” and “institution”. While 

within the context of higher education the word “organization” may be understood to refer to 

a particular college or university, “institution” refers to the broader external context of social 

and cultural rules, policies, norms, and values that exert influence over an organization. In sum, 

“institutions are broadly understood as the ‘rules of the game’ that direct and circumscribe 

organizational behaviour” (Karatz & Block, 2008, as cited in Manning, 2017, p. 147). These 

rules, and organizational actors’ interpretations of them, represent the institutional logics that 

guide organizational decision-making and action. Through the process of “institutionalization” 

these structures, practices, and norms become embedded across an organizational field and 

over time are accepted as taken for granted. Institutionalization produces isomorphic pressures 

that push organizations toward greater homogenization and conformity. Organizations 

succumb to these isomorphic pressures to secure legitimacy. In the case of higher education, 

institutional isomorphism refers to the phenomenon by which colleges and universities come 

to resemble each other increasingly as time and norms influence the organization (Manning, 

2017).  
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In their seminal work, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) outlined three pressures that drive 

institutional isomorphism: coercive, mimetic, and normative. Coercive isomorphic pressures 

are requirements imposed from outside the organization by parties the organization relies on 

for resources and support and by cultural expectations in the society within which the 

organizations function (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Manning, 2017) In the case of higher 

education, coercive isomorphic pressures could include government policies, funding 

requirements, and accreditation standards as well as the expectations of prospective students 

and society at large. Mimetic isomorphic pressures drive organizations to model themselves 

after peer organizations perceived to be successful or prestigious, especially in times of 

uncertainty. Mimetic isomorphism can lead institutions to adopt best practices, for example, 

from successful peer organizations. Within the higher education sector colleges often model 

universities; universities model themselves after their more prestigious peers, such as Ivy 

League schools (Manning, 2017). Mimetic isomorphism can take place through direct 

observation of other organizations, advice from consultants, or through professional networks 

(Manning, 2017). Normative isomorphic pressures stem from the sharing of norms or values 

among people who belong to the same professional networks. Employees with similar 

educational backgrounds, employed in the same organizational field, and with similar industry 

experiences often share similar perspectives. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) identify two 

channels of normative isomorphism through professionalization: formal education through 

universities and professional associations spanning organizations. Faculty and administrators 

in colleges or universities share similar educational backgrounds and participation in 

professional associations with their peers across the higher education organizational field. 

While DiMaggio and Powell (1983) identify coercive, mimetic, and normative isomorphic 

pressures as three distinct phenomena, they are careful to note that they are not necessarily 

mutually exclusive and may overlap (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Mizruchi & Fein, 1999). 

 

Over time, institutional rules, norms, and values may change. Old rules, norms, and values may 

lose their legitimacy. As they do, they are abandoned or replaced through a process of “de-

institutionalization”, the counterpart to institutionalization. The process of de-

institutionalization is necessary for organizations to adapt to changes within their 

environments.  

 

Starting in the late 1980s and 1990s, research in institutional theory placed greater emphasis 

on the possibility of organizational agency and innovation (Cai & Mehari, 2015). Some 

institutional theorists emphasized the role of institutional entrepreneurs to challenge, adapt, and 

innovate institutional norms for specific organizational purposes (DiMaggio, 1988; Lawrence 

& Suddaby, 2006). This organizational agency is not distributed evenly. Organizations with 

greater status or prestige may have more legitimacy to pursue innovative changes; those with 

less status and therefore less legitimacy are often more constrained in their ability to innovate 

in ways outside of institutional norms (Manning, 2017). Similarly, research on institutional 

logics focused on how institutions both constrain and enable action. Integrating macro level 

structures (institutions), local culture, and human agency, the institutional logics perspective 

emphasized that multiple and competing institutional logics provided the dynamic for 

organizational change (Cai & Mehari, 2015; Thornton et al., 2012). The research on 

institutional entrepreneurship and institutional logics suggests a bi-directional relationship 

between institutions, on the one hand, and organizations and organizational actors, on the other 

hand. Institutions shape organizations/organizational actors; organizations/organizational 

actors shape institutions.  
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Organizational Sense Making 

 

The second component of our conceptual framework is organizational sensemaking (Scott, 

1995; Weick, 1995). Organizational sensemaking provides a mechanism to bridge institutional 

context (macro level) and the actions of organizations (meso level) and organizational actors 

(micro level). While institutional theory and sensemaking have often been treated as separate 

and distinct, Weber and Glynn (2006) demonstrate how these two perspectives are “ripe with 

intriguing connections” (p. 1640). Institutions and sensemaking influence each other in “top-

down” and “bottom-up” directions. The “top-down” direction refers to how institutions 

influence organizational sensemaking. Moving beyond the notion that institutions act merely 

as cognitive constraints on organizational actors, Weber and Glynn (2006) demonstrate that 

“institutions are part of sensemaking because they shape signification (meaning making) via 

interpretation and communication” (p. 1643). Elaborating on this argument, they show how 

institutions prime (provide social cues), edit (through social feedback processes) and trigger 

(by providing puzzles or contradictions) sensemaking processes within organizations. In short, 

organizations make sense of institutional contexts and pressures through a process of 

interpretation. Institutional isomorphic pressures do not automatically dictate specific 

behaviours or responses. Instead, organizational actors engage in sensemaking to explore what 

the pressures mean for the organization and how it should respond. Organizational actors filter 

institutional pressures through organizational culture, professional norms, and existing beliefs 

and assumptions. According to institutional theory, a central part of this sensemaking is 

evaluating how different responses will affect the organization’s legitimacy. Sensemaking 

shapes whether pressures are viewed as threats, obligations, or opportunities for improvement. 

It also influences whether responses become symbolic gestures or substantive changes.  

 

The “bottom-up” direction focuses on how local actors can shape institutions through 

sensemaking. Emphasizing the importance of sensemaking in shaping institutions, Weick 

(1995) described sensemaking as the “feedstock for institutionalization” (p. 35). Research on 

institutional entrepreneurship indicates how institutional entrepreneurs use sensemaking to re-

interpret existing institutional logics, construct new meanings that destabilize old institutions, 

frame new practices as legitimate, and mobilize others through shared interpretations to pursue 

institutional transformation (Battilana et al., 2009; Greenwood et al., 2002; Lounsbury & 

Glynn, 2001). 

 

In sum, the relationship between institutions and sensemaking is bi-directional. Organizational 

sensemaking provides the mechanism through which institutional contexts and pressures are 

interpreted and enacted by organizations and organizational actors. Organizational sense 

making also provides a mechanism for institutional entrepreneurs to exercise agency and 

challenge, adapt, or innovate institutional norms.  

 

Compassionate Systems Leadership 

 

The third component of our conceptual framework is compassionate systems leadership. Where 

organizational sensemaking provides a mechanism to interpret institutional contexts and 

pressures, compassionate systems leadership provides a lens to inform and shape 

organizational sensemaking. 

 

Compassionate systems leadership incorporates the work of Peter Senge and Mette Boell at the 

Center for Systems Awareness at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (Center for 

Systems Awareness, n.d.), Thupten Jinpa and others at Stanford University (Center for 
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Compassion and Altruism Research and Education, n.d.) and the Compassion Institute 

(Compassion Institute, n.d.), and tools such as Otto Scharmer’s TheoryU framework 

(Scharmer, 2018), and Robert Fritz’s work on creative tension (Fritz, 2013). Compassionate 

systems leadership is an approach to leadership that builds skills and practices in three 

interconnected domains: the self, each other, and systems (BC Compassionate Systems 

Leadership Network, 2026a). The domain of the self focuses on cultivating a practice of 

personal reflection, mindfulness, and compassion. This emphasis is based on the premise that 

building an awareness of self as leader will lead to a greater awareness of how one’s leadership 

approach and behaviours impact others. The second domain of compassionate systems 

leadership focuses on developing authentic, trusting relationships among colleagues. 

Compassionate leadership posits that such relationships will lead to more transformative 

conversations and innovative and creative problem solving. The third domain focuses on 

developing the skills and practices of systems thinking. 

 

Across these three domains, compassionate systems leadership is based on nine core concepts. 

Rather than prescribing a fixed sequence, these core concepts function as interconnected entry 

points that can be engaged responsively, depending on specific contexts and needs. At its 

foundation is compassion, understood as an ongoing leadership practice grounded in 

courageous kindness (Senge, 2006). Self-compassion is central, as the capacity to notice and 

respond to one’s own challenges supports the ability to recognize and reduce the suffering of 

others (Schroeder & Rowcliffe, 2019). Closely related is perspective taking, which involves 

intentionally engaging with experiences beyond one’s own (Schroeder & Rowcliffe, 2019). 

Valuing diverse ways of thinking, learning, and being is essential for inclusion, particularly in 

academic environments shaped by dominant norms (Böll, 2019). Compassionate systems 

leadership also emphasizes the creation of generative spaces, intentionally designed 

environments where individuals feel safe, valued, and energized to collaborate and produce 

new understanding (Rowcliffe & Schroeder, 2021). Leadership requires attentiveness to the 

broader system (Senge, 2006), reflective dialogue, and a shift from reactive problem-solving 

toward co-creating inclusive futures (BC Compassionate Systems Leadership Network, 

2026b). Present-moment awareness supports this work by strengthening leaders’ ability to 

listen deeply and respond thoughtfully to evolving conditions (Scharmer, 2018). Meaningful 

systems change further depends on authentic relationships that foster trust, mutual learning, 

and shared vision (Senge, 2006). Ongoing reflection and diverse forms of inquiry guide 

adaptation in complex, non-linear systems (BC Compassionate Systems Leadership Network, 

2026b). Together, systems thinking and well-being orient leadership toward sustainable, 

humane structures that support both individual flourishing and institutional transformation. 

 

There are a few reasons that we have decided to include compassionate systems leadership as 

part of our conceptual framework. First, it is already in place and well established in British 

Columbia. In 2021, the British Columbia Ministry of Education and Child Care provided initial 

funding to foster a compassionate systems leadership network around the province for those 

working in K-12 education (BC Compassionate Systems Leadership Network, 2026c). The 

network continues to provide training and learning opportunities and foster communities of 

practice for compassionate systems leaders across the province. In addition to the established 

infrastructure, there is a synergy to having K-12 and post-secondary institutions within the 

jurisdiction “speaking the same language” on leadership issues across our educational systems. 

Second, there is currently no established leadership development framework for post-

secondary administrators within the province. Leadership development within the post-

secondary sector remains largely ad hoc, unintentional, and under-resourced (Benoit, 2024). 

The adoption of compassionate systems leadership by post-secondary organizations would 
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remedy this situation. Finally, compassionate systems leadership is well suited to addressing 

the complex issues facing the higher education system, including enhancing neuroinclusivity 

in post-secondary education. 

 

Organizational Responses 

 

The final component of our conceptual framework is organizational responses. Organizational 

responses represent the range of actions institutions take after interpreting external contexts 

through their internal sensemaking processes. These responses vary in depth and intention, 

reflecting both the organization’s pursuit of legitimacy and its capacity for adaptation. 

Organizational responses will vary from organization to organization, and the same 

organization may respond in different ways according to the specific circumstances. The first 

type of organizational response is compliance. This takes place when an organization adopts 

structures or practices to align with dominant norms. The second type of organizational 

response is adaptive change. This takes place when organizations modify routines to better fit 

shifting expectations or requirements while maintaining continuity. The third type of 

organizational response is innovation. This occurs when organizations introduce new practices 

that depart from institutional norms. Such innovation may eventually influence or re-define 

macro level norms within the organizational field. The fourth category of organizational 

response is symbolic action. This takes place when organizations outwardly conform to 

institutional pressures while internally maintaining different practices, a response known as 

“decoupling” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Westphal & Zajac, 2001). These organizational 

responses may accumulate into a feedback loop that can reshape the institutional environment 

itself. This feedback process underlines the bi-directional relationship between institutions and 

organizational action. 

 

Figure 1 

Diagram of Conceptual Framework 
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Discussion 

 

This section of the paper applies the conceptual framework to the issue of enhancing 

neuroinclusivity in the British Columbia post-secondary education system. We begin by 

outlining emerging institutional pressures on colleges and universities within the province to 

address the needs of neurodiverse students by adopting neuro-affirming practices and 

increasing neuroinclusivity on campus. We argue that these pressures provide opportunities for 

organizations and organizational actors to interpret the institutional context through 

sensemaking processes and enact neuroinclusive policies and practices. Furthermore, we argue 

that the adoption of a compassionate systems leadership lens increases the likelihood that 

organizations will implement authentic substantive changes to ameliorate the experience of 

neurodiverse students. We contend that sensemaking through the lens of compassionate 

systems leadership also provides a mechanism for organizational actors to exercise agency and 

act as institutional entrepreneurs to pursue the adoption of neuroinclusivity as an institutional 

norm. The cumulative impact of organizational responses has the potential to sow the seeds of 

institutional change within British Columbia higher education by leading to the 

institutionalization of neuroinclusivity across the organizational field. 

 

There is evidence of emerging institutional isomorphic pressures on colleges and universities 

to address the needs of neurodiverse students in the post-secondary education system. Coercive 

isomorphic pressures are emerging from changing social expectations, the broader educational 

system, and government requirements. The Conference Board of Canada research (Fane, 2024, 

2025) reflects and contributes to a growing awareness of the experiences and needs of 

neurodiverse students. As this awareness increases, it will likely contribute to changing social 

expectations about addressing the needs of neurodiverse students on campus. Meanwhile, there 

is evidence of changing expectations within the broader educational system around 

neurodiversity and neuro-inclusivity within the post-secondary sector. In 2024, the British 

Columbia School Trustees Association wrote a public letter to the Ministry of Education and 

Child Care calling on the government to increase support for neurodiversity awareness training 

for employees currently working in the education system and for those in post-secondary 

education programs (Broady, 2024). As the letter indicates, the goal of this training is to “build 

a more inclusive and understanding environment in our schools where every student can 

succeed without the need to conceal their differences” (Broady, 2024, para 3). It is not 

unreasonable to presume that such expectations could spill over to the post-secondary sector 

more broadly.  

 

Finally, coercive isomorphic pressures are also emerging from government requirements. The 

Accessible British Columbia Act (2021) mandates public institutions, including post-

secondary institutions, within the province to establish an accessibility plan, a public feedback 

mechanism, and an accessibility committee. The purpose of the Act is to remove barriers for 

persons with impairment(s). According to the Act, a barrier is defined as “anything that hinders 

the full and equal participation in society of a person with an impairment” (Accessible British 

Columbia Act, 2021, part 1, section 2), and may be caused by “environments, attitudes, 

practices, policies, information, communications, or technologies” (Accessible British 

Columbia Act, 2021, part 1, section 2). Likewise, impairment is defined broadly as including 

“physical, sensory, mental, intellectual or cognitive impairment, whether permanent, 

temporary, or episodic”. While the Act does not specifically mention neurodiversity, the terms 

of the Act are sufficiently broad to include neurodivergent persons. The goal of the Act, as it 

applies to post-secondary education organizations, is, in part, to create more accessible and 

inclusive learning environments. 
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There are signs of emerging normative isomorphic pressures to foster greater neuroinclusivity 

on post-secondary campuses. For example, in 2025–26, BCcampus, whose mission is to 

advance effective, inclusive, and accessible post-secondary teaching and learning practices to 

enhance student experiences in British Columbia (BCcampus, 2026a), delivered a series of 

workshops, panel discussions, short courses, and podcasts on neurodiversity and 

neuroinclusive practices available to post-secondary faculty across the province (BCcampus, 

2026b). These events serve to establish neuro-affirming and neuroinclusive teaching and 

learning practices as professional norms for post-secondary educators. As these practices and 

norms spread and take root, they may be institutionalized across the post-secondary system. 

 

The BCcampus activities may also serve as an emerging mimetic isomorphic pressure. As post-

secondary organizations, especially those with greater prestige and legitimacy, embrace and 

adopt neuroinclusive practices, it is more likely that other post-secondary organizations will 

mimic their behaviour and adopt similar practices. The Center for Teaching, Learning, and 

Technology at the University of British Columbia, the largest and most prestigious post-

secondary organization in the province, has recently started offering workshops for teaching 

assistants and faculty on fostering neuroinclusive classrooms (University of British Columbia 

Center for Teaching, Learning, and Technology, n.d.). It is not unreasonable to expect other 

organizations to mimic such practices. Other organizations, such as the University of Calgary 

and Kwantlen Polytechnic University, have received praise for their work in supporting 

neurodiverse students on campus (Fane, 2025; McGowan, 2025). As the number of examples 

of organizations adopting neurodiverse practices increases, mimetic isomorphic pressures will 

increase for others to follow suit. 

 

Broadly speaking, these emerging institutional pressures lead post-secondary organizations to 

engage in sensemaking processes to interpret what they mean for the organization and how the 

organization should respond. More specifically, the emerging institutional pressures prime, 

trigger, and edit sensemaking processes (Weber & Glynn, 2006). Coercive pressures, such as 

requirements under the Accessible BC Act, trigger sensemaking by introducing explicit 

demands that require interpretation. Coercive pressures also edit sensemaking by narrowing 

the range of acceptable interpretations. Organizations must interpret their obligations within 

the boundaries set by the law. Normative pressures, such as those emerging from BCcampus 

workshops on neuroinclusive pedagogy, prime sensemaking by making neuroaffirming 

practices cognitively salient to post-secondary educators and edit sensemaking by establishing 

neuroaffirming practices as markers of professional legitimacy within the sector. Mimetic 

pressures, generated as prestigious institutions such as the University of British Columbia and 

the University of Calgary adopt neuro-affirming practices, prime sensemaking by offering 

models of “what leading institutions do”. Mimetic pressures also trigger sensemaking when 

organizations perceive a risk of losing legitimacy by falling behind emerging sectoral norms. 

In sum, these institutional pressures do not directly determine organizational behaviour. Rather, 

they shape the interpretive process through which post-secondary institutions understand 

neurodiversity, evaluate their obligations, and decide how to act within an evolving 

institutional environment. 

 

Compassionate systems leadership offers a lens to inform the process of organizational 

sensemaking and shape organizational responses. With its emphasis on present-moment 

awareness, perspective taking, and systems thinking, we contend that compassionate systems 

leadership encourages leaders to approach coercive, normative, and mimetic institutional 

pressures not as compliance burdens but as invitations to understand the lived experiences of 

neurodivergent learners and the systemic conditions that shape those experiences. This 
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orientation fosters relational trust, enables faculty and staff to engage in reflective and 

generative conversations, and collectively re-interpret institutional expectations through a lens 

of compassion and equity. As a result, the organizational responses that emerge under a 

compassionate systems approach are more likely to be substantive rather than symbolic. 

Organizations may engage in adaptive changes, including revising existing accommodation 

processes to reduce barriers or updating policies to align with accessibility legislation. A 

compassionate systems leadership approach is also more likely to elicit innovative responses, 

such as co-creating neuroinclusive policies with neurodiverse students, redesigning courses 

using Universal Design for Learning (CAST, 2024), or developing new models of student 

assessment that challenge traditional norms. Compassionate systems leadership also increases 

the likelihood of institutional entrepreneurship, as leaders and educators feel empowered to 

challenge entrenched norms, advocate for systemic change, and model practices that could 

influence the broader organizational field. In sum, compassionate systems leadership would 

not only shape how organizations and organizational actors make sense of emerging 

institutional pressures but would also lead to organizational responses that are generative, 

inclusive, and capable of contributing to long-term institutional change.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper has advanced a conceptual framework for understanding and enhancing 

neuroinclusivity within British Columbia’s post-secondary education system. The conceptual 

framework consists of four components: institutional theory, organizational sensemaking, 

compassionate systems leadership, and organizational responses. Bridging the macro, meso, 

and micro levels, the conceptual framework demonstrates how institutional contexts and 

pressures are interpreted by organizations and organizational actors to inform organizational 

decision-making and actions. We argue that the conceptual model illustrates how organizations 

can interpret and respond to institutional context and pressures, and how organizations and 

organizational actors can, in turn, exercise agency and act as institutional entrepreneurs to 

challenge, adapt and innovate institutional norms. We argue that compassionate systems 

leadership offers a lens through which institutional pressures can be interpreted as opportunities 

for relational, ethical, and systemic transformation rather than compliance alone. When 

sensemaking is informed by compassion, perspective taking, and systems awareness, 

organizational responses are more likely to be adaptive, innovative, and inclusive. Over time, 

such responses have the potential to influence the broader organizational field, contributing to 

the institutionalization of neuroinclusivity as a normative expectation within higher education. 

This framework thus provides both an analytic tool for examining current practices and a 

design-oriented guide for leaders seeking to advance equitable and neuro-affirming post-

secondary systems. The conceptual framework may provide a model for future research on this 

and other issues within the field of higher education organizational studies. 
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