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Abstract

Purpose — To further paradox research at the individual level through applying a framework
of three phases of individual response to paradox—recognition, understanding and behaviour.
Design/methodology/approach — Critical and integrative review of previous studies of
individual responses to paradox.

Findings — The role of individual understanding is limited in extant research on individual
responses to paradox. Individual understanding tends to be equated with behaviour, and thus
knowledge of understanding is not differentiated enough, neither is the link between
understanding and behaviour sufficiently developed.

Originality/value — The review contributes to paradox theory by separating individual
understanding and then providing a framework in which recognition, understanding and
behaviour can be reintegrated in new ways. In addition to more accurate discernment of
individual understanding, and of combinations of responses across phases, the three-phase
framework facilitates investigation of more intricate influences across phases and paths of
evolution of such responses over time.

Research limitations/implications — The review does not consider the relationship to
interactional, organisational and environmental contexts. The recommendation for future
research is to explore individual responses to paradox more entirely, to provide an adequate

ground for extending paradox theory across individual and broader levels of analysis.
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Introduction

Individuals’ interpretations of and behavioural responses to paradox are key to effective
organisational behaviour (Smith and Lewis, 2011). Although the overall focus of
management and organisation research has been on the organisational processes of paradox
(Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Schad et al., 2016), the literature demonstrates many ways that
individuals respond to paradox, defined as ‘persistent contradiction between interdependent
opposites’ (Schad et al., 2016; Smith and Lewis, 2011). If individuals recognise both
opposites of paradox, this can lead to an understanding of the interwoven nature of opposites
and the search for creative both/and strategies for behaviour (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018).
Contrariwise, the denial of paradox, often spurred by anxiety, can result in a lack of
understanding and paralysis rather than constructive behaviour (Lewis, 2000). While some
individuals vacillate between separate opposites, or perceive dilemmas that require trade-offs,
others are able to reframe the paradox and develop ‘workable certainties’ that enable useful
behaviour (Lischer and Lewis, 2008). Some understand the paradox in an integrated way,
and recent research evidences several useful behavioural responses.

However, when studying individual responses within an overall frame of explaining
organisational processes, in which the efficacy of individual behaviour counts for much,
paradox research tends to simplify individual responses. Responses may be assigned to broad
either/or and both/and categories and then treated alike. Different ways of understanding
paradox may be ignored, and overall responses that cut across behaviour and understanding
(Barge et al., 2008; Cuganesan, 2017; Gibbs, 2009; Knight and Paroutis, 2017) may incubate
a tendency to affix each category of behaviour to a particular understanding of paradox
(Fagerlin and Wang, 2021; Papachroni et al., 2016). Researchers observe salient behaviour
and may relate it to an inferred cognitive underpinning (e.g., Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2009;

Cuganesan, 2017; Smith, 2014; Smith and Besharov, 2017) rather than to an understanding



based upon focused interviews (e.g., Fredberg, 2014; Gibbs, 2009; Stadtler and Van
Wassenhove, 2016; Tracy, 2004). More advanced understanding than is really justified tends
to be read into behaviour that engages both opposites of paradox (Bednarek et al., 2017).

This bias towards salient process behaviour and oversimplification of underlying
understanding privileges some managers over their employees. Managers’ understanding of
paradox is often overrated, while others are unduly depicted as depending on them for the
amendment of denial and tensions that tear paradox apart.

The purpose of this review is to examine research on individuals’ responses to
paradox with a focus on their understanding and thus potential for behaviour, so that
enhanced knowledge of individuals’ responses to paradox can inform interactional and
organisational models of paradox management. Future research should recognise individuals’
development of understanding, past recognition of paradox (Child, 2020; Lischer and Lewis,
2008) and as a basis for differing behaviours over time (Smets et al., 2015; Stadtler and Van
Wassenhove, 2016). To pave the way for accomplishing this aim, the review synthesises a
variety of previous studies to better discern individual understanding and full cross-phase
response. This may enable research on more intricate individual responses and on their
possible contribution to organisational effectiveness.

The remainder of the review proceeds as follows. First, the approach and the method
of review are introduced. Then, several studies are drawn on to abridge individual responses
in the three phases of recognition, understanding and behaviour. Abridged responses are
positioned vis-a-vis each other according to their complexity. Finally, patterns of response
across the three phases are considered, and possible implications are noted for further

research on individuals dealing with paradox.



Approaching individual responses to paradox

This review differs from other studies focusing on individual responses to paradox. The term
individual ‘responses’ refers to particular outcomes that result in each of the phases in which
individuals respond to paradox. In the literature, the term is sometimes used in a broader
sense, to refer to individuals’ general approach to addressing paradox or to the overall
process of individual response (e.g., to the perspective of Miron-Spektor et al., 2018).
Individual ‘understanding’ is thus more specific than the paradox mindset, which is a
predisposition to the whole process. It refers to frames within which paradox is located in
order to be understood, such as selection, prioritisation and synthesis, which result in the
(first and) second phase of responding to paradox (Figure 1). More advanced frames may
emerge from a more complex secondary sensemaking process (Child, 2020) that occur in the
second phase, and which may extend into the third phase that begins with making sense of
how to act in the present context. The understanding of paradox remains within the
individual, over time perhaps as a repertoire of understandings and approaches to future

behaviour.

The simple framework in Figure 1 may serve to illustrate how this review focuses on
individual responses (and disregards processes and contexts) to open up individual response
for novel conceptualisation. The focus is on straightforward outputs, but these outputs may
often be simplified and neglected, and the relationship between outputs of different phases
can be more complex than recognised in present research. Paradox theory gives ample
opportunity to move rather swiftly from recognition to behaviour (e.g., Pradies et al., in
press). According to a prevalent explanation, anxiety related emotions and defensive

reactions lead to avoiding and eliminating the tensions of paradox, whereas calmness,



comfort and enthusiasm lead to engagement, useful understanding and creative behaviour.
Examining the findings from varied studies of individual responses to paradox, this review
aims to expose the outcomes following initial emotions and ending in actual behaviour.

The approaches to sensemaking and action shall include more emotions, motivations
to cooperate with opposite parties, and inclinations towards understanding paradox. Some
individuals enter the second phase, in which they adopt or develop new understanding of a
recognised paradox. Sometimes an understanding regarded as satisfactory is adopted by
recognition, e.g., when a particular understanding of paradox becomes salient in the
organisational process, or it is already possessed when recognising paradox. At other times,
an individual must learn about the paradox before it is sufficiently understood, particularly in
the case of an unfamiliar paradox. With familiar paradoxes, perhaps surfaced in different
versions over time, individuals could have learned several frames for understanding. For
example, the perceived balance between opposites, or the existence of links between them,
may vary depending on the organisational context in question.

Some knowledgeable individuals may start the behavioural phase with consideration
of if and how to act in different behavioural contexts. In developing their intention to act, and
their choice of actions, reflections could involve resources they could mobilise, impediments,
power inequalities and expected consequences of different actions. Regardless of the
complexity of their understanding, they can choose between many behaviours from avoiding
a paradox altogether to complexly accommaodating all opposites of paradox. Understanding is
therefore distinguished as a phase in responding to paradox, with its own categories of
response that can be diversely related to behavioural responses.

The definition of paradox allows a review of diverse individual responses to different
kinds of paradox. Paradox may be both objectively real and socially constructed, and as

contingencies may muddle the social manifestation as well as the individual experience of



paradox (Berti and Simpson, in press; Hahn and Knight, in press), the central characteristics
of contradiction and interdependency may sometimes remain potentials rather than being
continuously present. Furthermore, if you favour interdependency (i.e., that oppositions are
interlinked such that they maintain each other) over contradiction (i.e., that oppositions are
difficult to maintain simultaneously and might even be mutually exclusive), a presumption
that both/and responses to paradox are more effective than either/or responses may result
(Cunha and Putnam, 2019). In this review, interdependency and contradictoriness are
regarded as equally important in general but may vary for different kinds of paradox and for a
particular paradox over time. Rather than focusing on whether a response accepts both (at
least practical/functional) interdependency and (at least apparent) contradictoriness, it is more
important to discern the different qualities of interdependency and contradictoriness
manifesting in individuals’ responses and to assess the consequences of responses

empirically.

Method of review

Although this is an integrative and critical review (Alvesson and Sandberg, 2020; Elsbach
and van Knippenberg, 2020), and not a structured literature review, it followed usual steps
adopted by other reviews. To identify new articles to be added to the collection of literature
on the topic from books and main journals in organisation and management, and their
reference lists, since the late 1980s, Web of Science and Google Scholar were searched using
the terms paradox, contradiction, dialectic and tension. Abstracts and contents were scanned
to include articles that treated paradox as a focal topic, explained phenomena of interest for
organisations and focused on individual responses. Thus, articles were excluded if they
focused on broader or more organisational responses (e.g., Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Miron-
Spektor et al., 2018), unfortunately reducing the input on behavioural responses. New articles

were added during reviews. No cut in terms of journal impact factor was used. Uncountable



articles were scanned, and a reasonably comprehensive and diverse set of articles was

selected for review (Table 1).

The review brought together observations of the responses of different types of
individuals, such as managers at different levels, employees, creatives and organisational
scholars, and examined their responses to different kinds of paradox. The intention was not to
compare responses to judge individuals. The resources that low-level employees have for
agency and engagement of paradox are less than those of managers (Berti and Simpson, in
press). However, managers also face scarcity of resources, such as finance and time, which
may spur the recognition of paradox but impede the exploration of alternative ways to
understand it (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018). Examining the observations of different types of
individuals set the stage for being critical of the assumptions of different streams of paradox
research, and it opened up the possibility to improve discrimination of responses by
comparison with a wider selection of observations.

At this stage, familiarisation with the literature had bred an awareness of a
sensemaking phase that often seemed to be lacking in empirical research. Rather than
dwelling upon how assumptions and traditions had led to the lack, the decision was made to
facilitate improvement in further research. The next step was to analyse the observations of
individual responses and to integrate them within a common framework to serve this
aspiration. Responses were abridged in each of the three phases, outlining typical responses
that are not novel or nuanced, but making up a comparison base that future research could use
to improve discrimination of responses. After examining the responses within each phase,

relationships of responses across the three phases were considered. Previous observations of



responses were mapped, taking notice of patterns, and finally, overlooked possibilities were
pointed out with a critical view to the oversimplification of individual understanding and
cross-phase relationships. The guiding assumption of review was that the critical attitude
could be carried out by analysing concrete findings, rather than by examining the literature at
a deeper level, and that the result would expose field developments that could be interpreted

to build a platform for improving future research.

Responses in the framework of three phases

Individual responses were characterised, grouped and abridged by two analytical dimensions.
The first was the well-known extent to which responses include both (all) opposites of
paradox. For example, if individuals deny the presence of an opposite, do not want to
understand it, or misrepresent it in communication, they reduce the paradox towards a single
opposite or dissolve it. Contrariwise, individuals may accept and accommodate the opposites.
The second dimension pertains to the complexity of responses too, but it differ for each
phase.

As regards recognition, the extent of assuming responsibility for understanding and
dealing with the paradox together with other parties characterises responses. Empirical
studies demonstrate that individuals differ in taking responsibility for dealing with paradox
(Baxter and Montgomery, 1996; Child, 2020; Fredberg, 2014; Stohl and Cheney, 2001),
which reduces their motivation for accommodating each other’s needs and understanding the
paradox sufficiently well (Luscher and Lewis, 2008; Sharma and Bansal, 2017). For
characterising different ways to understand paradox, the review takes a closer look at the
extent to which individuals integrate opposites. Opposites can be integrated in several ways
parallel to scholars’ notions of interdependency—from complicated interplay between

basically independent and self-contained opposites, via interrelated opposites with mutual



influences and complements, to fully interdependent and unified opposites that implicate each
other and constitute whole entities (Baxter and Montgomery, 1996; Chen, 2002; Lewis, 2000;
Schad et al., 2016; Smith and Berg, 1987). Cognitive complexity theory posits that some
individuals integrate paradox through frames in which each opposite has multiple attributes
and there are several conflicting, reinforcing and neutral relationships between the opposites
(Hahn et al., 2014, p. 467). However, most empirical studies are ambiguous and virtually
none explain how individuals conceive of complex relationships between opposites.

Behavioural responses were analysed according to the extent to which they allow each
stakeholder to the opposites to participate in negotiating mutually effective behaviour. This
may further the concern with the effectiveness of responses, which is ubiquitous in present
research. Because inviting such stakeholder collaboration may contribute to effective
consequences (that are themselves outside the scope of this review), developing this
characteristic may facilitate the empirical investigation of if and how behavioural responses
result in effective consequences.

A possible misunderstanding is that the three phases suggest a rational person moving
through separate stages in a linear manner. However, responses are closely connected across
the phases, and neither clear boundaries nor a certain sequence between the phases is
assumed (although some recognition is necessary for understanding to occur). It should also
be noticed that drawing on diverse studies and distinguishing cognitive and behavioural
responses escalate the problem of conflation of terms in this field. Nevertheless, the need for

conversation is addressed by clarifying (rather than endlessly discussing) terms of responses.

Recognition of paradox
In the first phase, individuals need to recognise that opposites exist simultaneously within the

context in question and that sufficiently understanding the resulting paradox is required for



effective and responsible behaviour. The lack of such acceptance is often regarded as a
problem, because it involves neglecting important parts, relationships or patterns of a
complex and dynamic world, which may result in less than effective and responsible
behaviour (Lewis, 2000; Seo et al., 2004). Instead of accepting paradox, individuals
sometimes respond with denial when experiencing it or sensing that it may be encountered.

Denial is the conscious or unconscious refusal to recognise paradox, whether it stems
from one or more oppositions or from a combination of oppositions (Peng and Nisbett, 1999;
Seo et al., 2004). Because individuals sometimes experience discomfort and anxiety-related
emotions in the presence of paradox, they tend to deny paradox through unconscious defence
mechanisms, such as splitting (dividing and polarising internal opposites) and projection
(transferring perceived negative qualities outwards to a third person) (Lewis, 2000; Smith and
Berg, 1987). Such defensive denial is the focus of psychodynamics and is dysfunctional in
light of the context (see also the ‘double-bind’ theory of communication (Tracy, 2004)).
However, denial may be useful when paradox is not sufficiently relevant or important.
Furthermore, the context may contain satisfactory clues for ‘priming’ appropriate actions
from individuals not recognising paradox (El-Sawad et al., 2004).

Intermediate positions between denial and full recognition of paradox have been
observed. By neglect, individuals are aware of paradox without accepting any consequent
responsibility for understanding and dealing with it. For example, they may not take a
particular paradox seriously (Stohl and Cheney, 2001), pay scant attention to a potential
problem (Child, 2020; Pradies et al., in press) or use a negative lens that renders awareness
passive (Baxter and Montgomery, 1996). Disorientation refers to the misrepresentation of
one or more opposites, and, thus, less awareness of the full paradox. For example, managers
may transmute the basic profit vs. people contradiction into more superficial conflicts within

which workers are disempowered (Berti and Simpson, in press; Fairhurst et al., 2002).



Professional women may renounce the authority of femininity to succeed in organisations
(Wood and Conrad, 1983). Resistance comes out as awareness of the full paradox with an
inclination to support one side without acceding to the contradictory opposites. Individuals
may find that the other opposites do not serve their interests, or they may believe in or be
committed to particular assumptions or an ideology that defies them (Hargrave and Van de
Ven, 2017). Resistance and disorientation typically reduce the responsibility for
understanding paradox and taking common action.

Managers may both welcome opposites and partake in responsibility for dealing with
them, yet sometimes without any need to understand the resulting paradox in a complex
manner (e.g., Beech et al., 2004; Fredberg, 2014). We may distinguish between such
embracement and acceptance, whereby individuals, in addition to situating the oppositions
within a frame that allows some type of simultaneous presence, acknowledge that
understanding the paradox is key to effective and responsible action with regard to all parties
(Luscher and Lewis, 2008; Smith and Tushman, 2005).

Individuals may move from denial to awareness and different motivations by
encountering a paradox again. Sometimes this involves the adoption or development of new
understanding through interaction with the next phase. In any case, the move towards
acceptance is facilitated by emotional equanimity (Smith and Lewis, 2011), a mindset valuing
paradox (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018) or cognitive complexity, i.e., cognitive frames and
processes that allow paradox in the domain in question (Smith and Tushman, 2005).
Developmental theory posits that mature adults are cognitively complex in many domains,
they continually identify new opposites and attempt to understand paradoxes (Bartunek et al.,
1983). An experienced individual may, thus, accept and complexly understand many

paradoxes, without always being conscious about it or making it known to others.



Understanding of paradox

The simplest of the approaches that may be adopted or developed to understand a paradox is
selection, i.e., the deliberate choice of one opposite to the exclusion of others (Seo et al.,
2004). For example, one opposite is believed whereas another is rejected as false (which may
lead to denial in the future). Separation is the continuance of opposites in such a way that
they are divided into different contexts. Each oppositional tendency applies validly to
different time periods or social spaces, such as departments, levels and teams, or is attributed
to different people or units (e.g., Poole and Van de Ven, 1989; Tracy, 2004). Selection and
separation may sometimes result from better knowledge of opposites but are often errors
because the opposites genuinely coexist within the same context. Over larger spans of time
and space, separation could be combined with prioritisation, which allows opposites to
coexist in some order of precedence and subordination, or balance, which maintains an equal
relationship between coexisting opposites (Canibano, 2019; Mickel and Dallimore, 2009;
Sirris, 2019; Tracy, 2004).

In the last approaches, individuals still separate opposites that tend to be pitted against
each other simultaneously with attempts to reduce tensions. When more sophisticated
approaches emerge, individuals uphold such tensions to facilitate exploration of and
reflection on the relationship among opposites (Bartunek et al., 2000; Lewis, 2000). They
may seek to integrate opposites by including them within a common or higher-level frame
and perhaps starting to link them (Bednarek et al., 2017; Canibano, 2019; Carollo and Guerci,
2018; Sirris, 2019; Stadtler and VVan Wassenhove, 2016). An outside frame could emerge
from reflections on underlying assumptions and more complete contexts and facilitate the
integration of opposites.

Some empirical studies have observed simple complementarity, in which individuals

appreciate one opposite as the means for achieving another opposite (Fagerlin and Wang,



2021; Luscher and Lewis, 2008; Papachroni et al., 2016; Tracy, 2004). For example,
operational staff construes innovation as a tool for improving the efficiency of the existing
business (Papachroni et al., 2016). More complexity is involved when opposites are
creatively merged in synthesis (Baxter and Montgomery, 1996; Seo et al., 2004; Stohl and
Cheney, 2001). As an example, leadership can be regarded as the facilitation of more real
participation and even as the dissolution of itself (Stohl and Cheney, 2001). Unfortunately,
the opposites in synthesis come to be confounded because some opposites are privileged over
others and premises are violated. The term transcendence could be reserved for a more
complete reframing of the opposites and/or their relationships, in which the original opposites
are maintained simultaneously with the subsidence of harmful tension between them. For
example, individuals could connect the attributes of oppositions in new ways or with new or
redefined attributes so that the original oppositions occur as minor ones within a larger
paradox (Wood and Conrad, 1983) or as integral parts of a new whole (Hahn and Knight, in

press; see also Poole & Van de Ven, 1989).

Behaviour regarding paradox

In the third phase, individuals act in or with the paradoxical situation—whether they
recognise and understand the paradox or not. The behavioural responses sometimes had to be
loosened from understanding and be redefined in purely behavioural terms.

The simplest of the observed behaviours regarding paradox are avoidance, i.e., lack of
behaviour related to paradox, and adherence, i.e., behaviour in accordance with one opposite
instead of another. If individuals do not yet recognise or understand paradox, they may feel
unable to take action because all consequences seem negative (Lewis, 2000). Yet, with a
well-developed understanding, individuals may attempt to by-pass difficult social tensions

(Stadtler and VVan Wassenhove, 2016). Adherence may seem to be due to denial but really



occurs because of (or together with) active selection and prioritisation (see also Pache and
Santos, 2013). By vacillation, individuals switch between behaviours, sometimes adapting to
one (mix of) opposite(s) and sometimes to another (Tracy, 2004). Vacillation can occur
unreflectively, as a result of denial and shifts of attention between opposites, which tends to
increase tensions. However, vacillation can also be a reflective strategy, based on a more or
less integrated understanding, for adapting to the demands of different social contexts (e.g.,
Smith, 2014). Reflective vacillation may situationally privilege an opposite without building
up tension (Smets et al., 2015; Stadtler and VVan Wassenhove, 2016), and it certainly tends to
do so when stakeholders to opposites can take part in enacting mutually effective behaviours.

More affirmative is living with paradox, which comprises flexible behaviour to thrive
on, rather than to work against, paradox (Bartunek et al., 2000; Baxter and Montgomery,
1996; Beech et al., 2004; Murnighan and Conlon, 1991). Effective managers possess the
ability to act flexibly and appropriately from a well-developed repertoire of behaviours
(Denison et al., 1995), which may or may not require advanced understanding of paradox. In
any case, it is essential to acknowledge opposites for participants and stakeholders who might
become concerned by less affirmative actions (Cuganesan, 2017; Fredberg, 2014; Pamphile,
in press). In contrast, advocacy involves promotion, bargaining or political tactics to achieve
goals associated with one (or few) opposite(s) of paradox (Cuganesan, 2017; Di Domenico,
2015; Hargrave and Van de Ven, 2017; Solebello et al., 2016). Variations in advocacy may
depend on the relative power of parties to the opposites, the degree of antagonism between
parties and their commitment to maintain or change this relationship, but opposite parties are
not necessarily invited to participate in identifying effective behaviour.

To acknowledge paradox, managers may wish to communicate oppositions explicitly
albeit not in their fullness or with their potentially hostile relationships, which may provide

common benefits such as a shared identity and eased social tensions (Andriopoulos and



Lewis, 2009; Berglund et al., 2004; Fagerlin and Wang, 2021; Kan and Parry, 2004; Smith
and Besharov, 2017; Stohl and Cheney, 2001). We can label this communication strategy as
including paradox in a bounded way. Various tactics can be used, such as irony, preparation,
rhetoric and ambiguity (Barge et al., 2008; Bednarek et al., 2017; Fiol, 2002; Gibbs, 2009;
Hoelscher, 2019; Vermaak, 2012). With symbolic integration, the sender of a message uses
complex symbols to ‘respond fully to all opposing forces at once without any compromise or
dilution’ (Baxter and Montgomery, 1996, p. 65). It may enable mutual respect and complex
adaptation, but idealistic ambiguity may also permit recipients to advocate their own views.
An interesting possibility is to introduce complex symbols to transcend the present
understanding of paradox, such as when the US President Lyndon Johnson redefined the
contradiction between segregation and non-discrimination; the real contradiction to
discrimination is actively providing all people with equal opportunity (Wood and Conrad,
1983).

Balancing practices refers to the implementation of practical solutions and routines
that accommodate the oppositions of paradox. For example, managers establish
organisational solutions within which both exploration and exploitation can be pursued
(Knight and Harvey, 2015; Papachroni et al., 2016), and lower-level employees adapt local
practices for coping with oppositions such as customer orientation in opposition to
organisational interests (McNamee and Peterson, 2014; Smets et al., 2015; Zimmermann et
al., 2018). It may be based on a sophisticated understanding of a paradox as well as of the
situation beyond the paradox itself (Eisenhardt et al., 2010). Shaping the context brings about
social processes, systems and forums in which paradoxes can be recognised, discussed and
reflected upon (Calabretta et al., 2017; Knight and Paroutis, 2017; Putnam et al., 2016;
Vallaster et al., 2021). Beyond contributing to a favourable context for others to address

paradox, this category involves more systematic measures for enabling individuals to be



aware of and develop complex understanding of paradoxes. Shaping the context can facilitate
broad participation in negotiating responses to paradox, while balancing practices may suffer

more from impeding participation from distant stakeholders.

Summary and implications for future research

Figure 2 summarises the abridged individual responses to paradox within each phase, and
Table 2 adds patterns of responses observed across the phases. Although paradox research at
the individual level shows several and quite different responses, increased differentiation
would be useful. In particular, differentiation of ways in which individuals integrate paradox
is often missing. Some studies in the first group of Table 2 also tend to neglect understanding
altogether, by linking behaviour to an undeveloped frame of recognition. In the second group
of Table 2, responses tend to be observed at the same level of complexity across
understanding and behaviour, partly aside for an undifferentiated understanding beyond
balance. However, responses at the same level of complexity across the phases should not be

an assumption of paradox theory.

A few studies in the third group of Table 2 observe that the habitual attribution of
denial or lack of understanding to explain adherence and avoidance could involve a serious
bias. Adherence could be based on situational prioritisation, such as momentarily giving in to
authoritarian superiors (Aoki, 2020), or be modified to oppose upper management (Olsen and
Solstad, 2020). Avoidance could be chosen to secure undisturbed communication or to resist
oppressive relationships (Ban, 2017; Hoelscher, 2019; Howard and Geist, 1995; Jian, 2007;

Tuckermann, 2019). Different theoretical perspectives suggest alternative individual



understandings, and as often as not, a closer empirical investigation would be required for
valid interpretation.

This review contributes to paradox theory by bringing together a variety of studies of
individual responses to paradox and examining their different observations. More
specifically, the review distinguishes individual understanding as a separate phase, and it
provides a three-phase framework in which recognition, understanding and behaviour can be
more accurately identified and reintegrated.

In future research, new observations could be compared with the abridged responses
when individual responses are identified. To allow more accurate identification, the review
argues that individual responses should be observed in themselves initially (i.e., not in
connection with probable consequences and theoretical perspectives), before they are
interpreted in their full context. Closer observations, which are particularly needed of the
ways in which individuals understand paradox, should thus result in the identification of more
accurate, varied and novel individual responses to paradox. For example, some individuals
may understand the situation such that they attempt to evoke opposing views and complex
co-operation through essentially one-sided behaviour (Cuganesan, 2017; Vermaak, 2012).
Not only does this make it salient that understanding sometimes combines with behaviour in
a less typical way, but the effectiveness of ostensibly defensive behaviour is also brought into
attention.

Paradox research has always cared for the effectiveness of responses, but it may have
converged prematurely on the effectiveness of a broad both/and category of response (Cunha
and Putnam, 2019) and less ambiguous standards should be used to assess effectiveness
(Putnam et al., 2016). More particular behavioural responses could be developed in purely
behavioural terms (without cognitive or functional connotations, unless such characteristics

are included in communication) to support more empirical investigation rather than



conceptual assessment of their effectiveness. For example, researchers could distinguish
between varieties of emotional recognition and integrated understanding expressed in
communication, rather than presuming that any both/and response carries all benefits because
it sometimes promotes the acceptance and integration of paradox. With and already
recognised paradox, the communication of a specific, concrete and analytical integration of
opposites could perhaps improve others’ understanding better than other responses.

Using the three-phase framework allows more combinations of responses across the
phases. For example, scholars may ask if the behavioural living with paradox works better
based on a complex understanding, through embracement and a flexible attitude towards
behaviour, or perhaps without even recognising paradox (EI-Sawad et al., 2004). Responses
of one phase may affect the responses of another, the behavioural responses affect the whole
set of responses among active and passive others, and individuals may move from less to
more complex responses, or the other way around, in more intricate ways than previously
assumed. For example, if psychological tension results from often having to adhere
behaviourally, although paradox is well-understood, does it force the individual to become
anxious and adapt increasingly deteriorated ways of understanding paradox?

Knowledge of how individuals understand and possibly integrate paradox could
inform processual models that consider the interaction of individual and organisational
factors. For example, if individuals, despite process failures and context pressures, are able to
retain a satisfactory understanding of paradox, couldn’t they support behaviour that vitally
contributes to ‘bridging opposites’ and breaking ‘vicious cycles’ (Abdallah et al., 2011,
Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Pradies et al., in press)? Further knowledge of individuals’
sustained integration of paradox could foster the continual acknowledgement of paradox
throughout the organisation.

The main limitation of this review is lack of attention to the context of individual



responses to paradox. Both theoretical and empirical contexts have been overlooked. Future
research may also want to address neglected characteristics of and insufficient discrimination
between individual responses. For example, a few observations of individual integration of
paradox have brought forth the instrumentality of links and whether links harm or sustain the
opposites. More observations would help the definition and improve further identification of
individual responses. A more complete framework would include other relevant factors that
influence individual responses, and there is a need for a theoretical model that explain
individual response to paradox.

Improving the individual ‘ability to manage paradox’ may prove important in years
yet to come. As paradoxical demands intensify, because of greater diversity or changing and
complex environments, individuals’ responses to paradox become increasingly important
(Smith and Lewis, 2011). In addition to sub-concepts such as the paradox mindset (Miron-
Spektor et al., 2018; Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2009; Voronov and Yorks, 2015) and a
repertoire of behaviours regarding paradox (Denison et al., 1995), this emerging concept
should include appropriate recognition of various paradoxes and a repertoire of ways to
understand paradoxes. It would also benefit from improved knowledge of the effectiveness of
behavioural responses to achieving various goals within a range of organisational contexts.

Further knowledge of what constitutes a sufficient understanding of paradox for
behaving effectively and responsibly appears to be important. We know that Eastern
individuals, more easily than Westerners, embrace paradox and holistically locate it within
broad and predefined integrations to act confidently (Chen, 2002; Peng and Nisbett, 1999).
Western individuals plausibly prefer more local and specific integrations of paradox, which
often fail because they are not fit to shifting local contexts. Further knowledge of general
ways to demonstrably integrate paradox could provide a starting point for the continual

reintegration of paradoxes in locally appropriate ways through analytical thinking as well as



intuition across Western cultures. Knowledge of a greater diversity of individual responses
would enhance paradox research’s responsiveness to practitioners and responsibility to

society.
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Figure 1. Initial frame of individual responses to a paradox.
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Figure 2. Individual responses to paradox within three phases.
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