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Abstract

This master’s thesis explores how organizations enact paradoxical thinking as a dynamic
capability to manage stakeholder tensions. While paradox theory emphasizes the
importance of embracing contractions, little is known about how this is operationalized
in practice. Using Leonard-Barton’s (1992) four building blocks: skills & knowledge,
managerial systems, technical systems and norms & values, this qualitative study
analyzes twelve interviews across five organizations, supported by internal documents.
The findings show that paradoxical thinking is not a fixed trait but emerges from the
interplay between structured learning, decision processes, collaborative tools and an
open culture. Skills such as stakeholder mapping and empathy are developed through
both formal training and experience. Managerial systems provide structure while
enabling flexibility and cultural norms ensure psychological safety for engaging with
tensions. Over time, organizations reinforce paradoxical thinking through reflection
routines such as team evaluations and retrospectives. This study contributes to paradox
and stakeholder theory by revealing how paradoxical thinking becomes embedded as a

practical, organizational-wide capability.



Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Introduction

In today’s complex environment, companies face competing interests from their
stakeholders such as innovation versus operational efficiency (Nand et al., 2014), short-
term gains versus long-term resilience and sustainability versus profitability (Haessler,
2020). A current example is Unilever, which faced the tension between profitability and
growth from shareholders, while environmental activists pushed for halving it’s
environmental footprint. With their ‘Sustainable Living Plan’ (Unilever, 2021), Unilever
reduced the company’s environmental footprint, while still growing the business. In this
way, Unilever managed to execute these two competing interests simultaneously (Amat,

2024).

Organizations that favor one stakeholder interest while ignoring others lack the overall
stakeholder needs. Dealing effectively with different stakeholder interests means
balancing different interests and focusing on achieving sustainable success (Clarkson,
1995; Donaldson & Preston, 1995; Freeman, 1984). A stakeholder is an individual or
organization that is affected by or affects an organization (Freeman, 1984). According to
the stakeholder theory, the strategic management of a company focuses on multiple
stakeholders involved in the company’s business operations, instead of focusing on one
important stakeholder (Freeman, 1984). But how can opposing interests be promoted at
the same time? Rather than choosing one of the interests, successful firms find ways to

embrace both objectives simultaneously (Leonard-Barton, 1992; Lewis & Smith, 2014).

The competing interests need a mindset of a company where it is not an ‘either/or’, but a
‘both/and’ approach, in the scientific literature called paradoxical thinking (Lewis &
Smith, 2014). The practical application of managing stakeholder tensions remains
unclear, although paradoxical thinking is well-established in academic literature (Lewis
& Smith 2014, Schad et al. 2016). Paradoxical thinking, that is rooted in the Paradox
Theory (Lewis & Smith 2014, Schad et al. 2016), is a dynamic capability of an
organization that enables it to embrace conflicting interests of stakeholders and meet
different expectations of stakeholders with innovative solutions (Smith & Lewis, 2011).

Dynamic capabilities are the actions a firm takes in rapidly changing environments,



where the firm integrates, build and reconfigure the internal and external competences

in order to be able to change (Teece & Pisano, 1994).

1.2 Problem Statement

There has been a lot of research into Stakeholder Theory, but it is still not clear what
companies do in practice to overcome the conflicting interests of stakeholders, also
known as stakeholder tensions (Barney and Harrison ,2020, Parmar et al., 2010, Wood
et al., 2021). There has been more research about paradoxical thinking on the individual
level. In this part of scientific literature, there is a strong emphasis on understanding
leadership approaches for managing paradoxes (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018). Although
paradoxical thinking is now an established concept for tackling organizational
challenges, itis not clear what it truly entails and how organizations can develop and
apply it on organizational level (Schad et al., 2016). This lack of clarity limits our
understanding of how firms can build long-term resilience and learn from competing

stakeholder demands.

Furthermore, scientific articles address how organizations are ambidextrous by splitting
their organizations structure in various teams that work separately to focus on different
goals (Benner & Tushman, 2003). A notable gap in the literature is the absence of how
organizations use paradoxical thinking as an organizational capability and how they
implement it. Bridging this gap is crucial, as companies increasingly experience
stakeholder tensions. A strategic and structured approach is needed, rather than ad hoc
decisions when stakeholder tensions arise. By highlighting this absence, this research
bridges the gap between paradox theory and real-world enactment within companies.
The enactment is the way an organization develops, applies and integrates its capability

into the organizational processes.
1.2.1 Research question

To delve deeper into the practical paradoxical thinking capability, this research explores
how organizations develop, apply and integrate paradoxical thinking in systems, culture
and daily practices as organizational capability. The study investigates this enactment
across the four building blocks which are derived from the framework of core

capabilities from Leonard-Barton (1992): Skills and knowledge, managerial systems,



technical systems, and norms and values. By conducting semi-structured interviews
with managers across various organizations, the aim of this research is to discover
patterns in how organizations deal with stakeholder tensions using paradoxical thinking.
This approach contributes to how the theoretical concept of paradoxical thinking is
expressed in practice as an organizational capability with the following research

question atits core:

“How can organizations enact a paradoxical thinking capability?”

1.3 Theoretical contribution

While the literature currently focuses mainly on paradoxical thinking at the individual
level (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018, Schad et al. 2016), this research examines paradoxical
thinking as a capability at the organizational level and what that means in practice,
where it has so far been described quite abstractly. This includes gaining practical
insight into the dynamic capabilities of companies. This also applies to stakeholder
tensions. This research explores how organizations give practical interpretation to this,

where so far this has remained abstract concepts.

To deal with stakeholder tensions, companies use dynamic capabilities (Teece & Pisano,
1994) such as paradoxical thinking (Leonard-Barton, 1992). Although the paradoxical
thinking capability in the scientific literature is more focused on individual level,
dynamic capabilities are more focused on the organizational level (Leonard-Barton,
1992). By analyzing how organizations use Leonard-Barton's (1992) four building blocks
in practice as a dynamic capability when dealing with conflicting stakeholder interests,

insight into paradoxical thinking at the organizational level is broadened.

1.4 Practical contribution

This research reveals what organizations do in practice to deal with stakeholder tensions
and successfully represent the interests of stakeholders. Organizations that struggle to
represent the interests of different stakeholders who are opposed to each other can use
this research to pragmatically adapt their organization so that they can successfully deal

with stakeholder tensions in the future.



We use the four building blocks, skills & knowledge, managerial systems, technical
systems and norms & values to answer what companies do right to overcome
stakeholder tensions by using the paradoxical thinking right. These building blocks help
organizations see, embrace and use stakeholder tensions to use it for innovation and
growth (Leonard-Barton, 1992). The research further examines which tools organizations
use and which actually contribute to innovation and growth in order to create an action

plan for managers and policy makers of organizations in various industries.

1.5 Structure of the research

This report consists of five chapters. After the introduction, the theoretical framework
follows in which the three main constructs are described using existing literature.
Whereby the link to this research is made. In addition, the link between the constructs is
made with a theoretical framework. The third chapter describes the methodology of this
research. Then, in chapter four, the results of the research are discussed. The final
chapter describes the conclusions and the implications that were drawn from the

research and the theoretical foundation from the literature.



Chapter 2: Theoretical background

This chapter builds the theoretical foundation by connecting three interrelated theories.
Stakeholder theory, paradox theory and dynamic capabilities. These theories inform the
conceptual framework that explains how organizations can use paradoxical thinking in
practice to deal with stakeholder tensions. Stakeholder theory helps to identify
stakeholder tensions (Freeman, 1984), paradox theory describes how tensions can be
dealt with (Smith & Lewis, 2011), and dynamic capabilities explain how organizations
enact responses through organizational routines (Teece & Pisano, 1994). The built
framework is not only a literature review but also serves as a practical tool on how

paradoxical thinking has developed and been applied in an organization.

2.1 Stakeholder Theory

The stakeholder theory implies that in the network of stakeholders the different interests
must be balanced (Freeman, 1984; Donaldson & Preston, 1995). Historically, emphasis
was placed on shareholders who have an effect on the performance of a company, but
the literature has evolved to acknowledge that the interests of other stakeholders also
affect organizational outcomes (Freeman, 1984). There is a two-way relationship
between firms and their stakeholders. Firms must consider the stakeholders interests
that are shaped by their own goals and values. Meanwhile, stakeholders influence and
respond to the company’s actions and objectives (Freeman et al., 2010). However, these
stakeholder goals are often diverse and sometimes conflicting (Donaldson & Preston,
1995). Addressing all stakeholder interests is difficult. Tensions arise when the
expectations or demands of one stakeholder group clash with those of another
(Hillebrand et al., 2015). These tensions between stakeholders are a central challenge in
stakeholder management. For example, shareholders may demand short-term
profitability, while NGOs or environmental organizations emphasize long-term
ecological sustainability. Likewise, companies may strive to protect the well-being of
their employees but are under pressure to cut costs by laying off workers. These
examples illustrate that stakeholder interests are often diverse and competing in nature

(Smith, Gonin & Besharov, 2013).



Although companies strive to serve all stakeholder interests, this is not always possible.
A company must avoid choices that have negative consequences for one or more
stakeholders (Jawahar & McLaughlin, 2001). From the perspective of stakeholder theory,
itis important to map all stakeholders and to order the importance of these

stakeholders and to treat them accordingly (Mitchell, Agle & Wood, 1997).

However, this approach does not allow companies to get the most potential out of their
stakeholder relationships. They can do this by learning from the competing interest
(Hillebrand et al., 2015). Research by Hillebrand et al. (2015) suggests that firms can
benefit from embracing, rather than minimizing, stakeholder tensions. By learning from
conflicting interests, firms can stimulate innovation, enhance their legitimacy, and

improve their long-term performance.

Stakeholder theory suggests that organizations manage tensions by engaging with
stakeholders and prioritizing stakeholders based on relevance (power, legitimacy,
urgency) and seeking comprehensive solutions where possible that promote long-term

value and mutual trust (Freeman et al., 2010; Mitchell, Agle & Wood 1997).

Stakeholder theory provides a lens through which this research conceptualizes the
relationships between organizations and their stakeholders. Donaldson and Preston
distinguish three interconnected dimensions of stakeholder theory: Descriptive,
instrumental and normative (Donaldson & Preston, 1995). Understanding these
dimensions helps explain how firms navigate stakeholder tensions. The descriptive
dimension explains how firms actually behave in relation to stakeholders in real-world
settings. Firms in the middle of a stakeholders’ network must continuously balance
cooperative and competitive interests. The instrumental dimension examines how
companies arrange their stakeholder management. Companies that properly manage
their stakeholders create better financial performance, higher stakeholder trust and
improved long-term success. The normative dimension starts with ethics. This
dimension assumes that stakeholders have intrinsic moral value and firms have an
ethical obligation to consider their interests, independent of financial outcomes. This
implies that stakeholder action is not only based on utility. The following sections
explore how paradoxical thinking as dynamic capability enable firms to embrace, rather

than resolve, such tensions.
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2.2 Paradox Theory

A paradox is two separate and opposite interests that are nevertheless related to each
other (Smith & Lewis, 2011). As separate interests they seem logical, but combining
these interests seems impossible. Which makes it seem as if it is impossible to combine

these elements (Smith & Lewis, 2014).

At the individual level, paradoxical thinking is more difficult for people with a strong
preference for consistency, as they tend to struggle with change, ambiguity and
contradictory information (Cialdini et al, 1995). These people resist ambiguity and
perceive tensions as obstacles rather than opportunities. In contrast, people with a
paradoxical thinking mindset are more innovative and flexible (Miron-Spektor et al.,
2018). Individuals with higher resilience and adaptability from the paradoxical mindset
can deal better with complex and rapidly changing environments (Schad et al., 2016).
For people in the organization who do not yet have the paradoxical mindset, a firm
should encourage cognitive flexibility. Developing cognitive flexibility in employees can
be done by encouraging them to see contradictions not as conflicts, but as
complementary forces (Smith & Lewis, 2011). This gives employees the ability to switch
perspectives in different situations and embrace conflicting interests (Lewis & Smith,

2014).

Although paradoxical thinking can be seen as an individual skill, it can also be developed
as a capability within an organization. For a firm it requires a structure, culture and
process that allows the employees to seek for the tensions and handle them (Smith and
Lewis, 2011). The way an organization is designed and valued, strongly influences how
employees perceive tensions. When consistency is overvalued in the organization,
employees prefer to avoid tensions instead of embracing them (Smith and Lewis, 2011).
To support paradoxical thinking, organizations should encourage employees to embrace
tensions rather than default to consistency (Smith & Lewis, 2011). This not only requires
cognitive flexibility, but also emotional capabilities. As stakeholder networks are
dynamic and continuous, itis important that organizations foster emotional capabilities
in their employees such as the ability to remain calm and alert in order to navigate

tensions effectively (Huy, 1999). Continuously check which interests there are at the
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moment and which interests are contradictory, thus stimulating creativity and learning

in the organization (Leonard-Barton, 1995).

According to the paradox theory, there is not always one simple solution, but all the
parties have their own truth which a company should consider (Westenholz, 1993). By
accepting the tensions and deal with them simultaneously, firms can learn from these
tensions (Lewis, 2000). The paradox theory goes beyond logical thinking and pursues a
dialectic perspective, which implies that conflicting interests exist and may exist (Lewis,
2000). In some successful firms itis their intention to seek for conflicting tension,
accept it and learn from it to improve their decision making (Eisenhard et al., 1997).
These organizations treat paradoxical thinking as a dynamic capability that drives

sustainable performance in complex environments (Schad et al., 2016).

2.3 Dynamic Capabilities

Managing stakeholder tensions effectively need an open mindset for paradoxical
thinking, a dynamic capability. Dynamic capabilities refer to the ability of a firm to
integrate, develop and reconfigure when the environmental conditions of the firm are
changing (Teece, 2007; Teece & Pisano, 1994). Unlike the static Resource-Based View,
which emphasizes protecting existing assets, dynamic capabilities highlight adaptability
and evolution. Which make them especially relevant in environments marked by
technological disruption and shifting stakeholder demands (Teece et al., 1997).
Stakeholder tensions often arise from tensions in the external environment, as
organizations adapt to market and institutional pressures that may conflict with internal
norms and priorities (Leonard-Barton, 1992; Teece & Pisano, 1994). Companies must
observe this and act accordingly by adapting their strategies. Companies that integrate
dynamic capabilities transition through three processes: sensing, seizing and
reconfiguring (Teece, 2007; Sunder et al., 2019). In the sensing phase, a company
identifies emerging stakeholder interests by systematically scanning for market changes
that signal opportunities and threats (Teece, 2007). Subsequently, a firm develops
appropriate responses to the changes, the seizing phase. The responses tend to affect
the business model, driving the company to make strategic adjustments. Reconfiguring
adapts internal processes and resources to the situation to address the concerns, while

maintaining organizational performance (Teece, 2007). However, a firm's ability to
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reconfigure is determined by its path dependency, the history of strategic focus and
investments (Teece & Pisano, 1994). This may limit current adaptive capabilities. For
example, if a firm’s focus in the past has been on financial performance, the firm may
struggle to implement sustainability in its stakeholder strategies. A firm must be aware

of this when reconfiguring its capabilities (Teece & Pisano, 1994).

While dynamic capabilities are most critical in rapidly changing environments (Teece et
al., 1997), they also provide value in more stable contexts by enabling gradual
adaptation and long-term stakeholder alignment. Over time, they contribute to both
operational flexibility and sustainable competitive advantage, supporting innovation and

resilience (Sunder et al., 2019).

To analyze how paradoxical thinking is developed as a dynamic capability, the next
section applies the lens of Leonard-Barton’s (1992) building blocks. The four building
blocks of Leonard-Barton (1992) make the abstract dynamic capabilities more

transparent.

2.4 Theoretical framework

This study examines how organizations enact a paradoxical thinking capability. This
construct is related to the two other main constructs stakeholder tension and dynamic
capabilities. To navigate stakeholder tensions, firms rely on the dynamic capabilities of
sensing, seizing, reconfiguring, which include paradoxical thinking as a key cognitive
capacity for managing competing stakeholder demands (Pascucci et al., 2024).

It starts with the idea that organizational capability consists of four building blocks
(Leonard-Barton, 1992). In the conceptual framework of figure 1, the four building blocks

are shown as the building blocks of the paradoxical thinking capability.

The building blocks outline what organizational capabilities mean in practice. The first
building block (1) knowledge and skills is the cognitive flexibility and the ability to see
paradoxes as complementary rather than conflicting (Leonard-Barton, 1992). This
building block contains the knowledge, expertise and skills that employees need to deal
with stakeholder tensions. A distinction is made between tacit knowledge and explicit
knowledge. Tacit knowledge is the knowledge that employees have acquired through

experience. This knowledge is difficult to articulate (Ambrosini & Bowman, 2001).
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Explicit knowledge is acquired through training, procedures and the database of a
company. The extent to which a company uses this building block can be recognized by
what the company invests in training, mentoring and continuous learning (Leonard-
Barton, 1992). Furthermore, a culture with knowledge sharing and skill development
promotes the learning process (Wang & Noe, 2010).

The second building blocks is (2) Managerial systems. Processes and structures that
help in uncertain situations for decision-making, collaboration and experimentation
(Leonard-Barton, 1992). This concerns how a company manages, controls and applies
knowledge. Including the project management approach, what incentives and
performance evaluation systems the company uses and what decision-making
structures the company has, with companies having centralized or decentralized
decision-making structures (Carrillo & Gaimon, 2004). The managerial systems should
have structures that allow people to be creative and a leadership style that promotes
both/and thinking (Leonard-Barton, 1992).

The third building block (3) Technical systems is the tacit knowledge of different
individuals from the organization that has been bundled and codified. The composite
knowledge has more value than when added separately (Leonard-Barton,1992). These
technical systems ensure that knowledge is transferable to employees but also over
time (Carrillo & Gaimon, 2004; Leonard-Barton, 1992). This is done by means of IT
systems and databases such as proprietary software and historical data. But design
protocols and quality control procedures also contribute to this. Knowledge therefore
does not only depend on individual expertise, but it is stored in systems (Carrillo &
Gaimon, 2004; Leonard-Barton, 1992).

The fourth building block is (4) Norms and values. These are the rules and the feelings of
people within the organization that are associated with them and have arisen from the
other three building blocks. Figure 1 shows the conceptual framework. It is noticeable
that norms & values is in the middle with a connection to all three other building blocks.
The three building blocks together form the organizational culture, shared beliefs and
informal rules. This influences how employees prioritize certain tasks and how they
collaborate. In addition, the organizational culture determines what type of knowledge is
valued and influences how risk-taking, innovation and failure are viewed (Leonard-

Barton, 1992). The study of Curado et al. (2021) confirms that norms such as altruism
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and ethical behavior significantly enhance knowledge sharing within organizations,
showing that shared values are central to how employees engage with knowledge and
innovation. Specifically in the norms and values of the company that promote openness
to ambiguity and a willingness to manage tensions are crucial. Creating this kind of
norms and values is important to help the organization think in a paradoxical way (Smith

& Lewis, 2011).

By identifying these building blocks in organizations, it can be analyzed how paradoxical
thinking arises in the management of stakeholder tensions. Subsequently, how
companies use their capabilities to remain competitive and innovative. In addition, it
provides an image in which areas companies still struggle with regimes such as

outdated technical systems or a culture of resistance to innovation.

Skills & Knowledge

Norms & Values

N

Managerial systems ——— Technical systems

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework of paradoxical thinking (Leonard-Barton, 1992)
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Chapter 3: Methods

3.1 Introduction

Because there is limited empirical understanding of how organizations enact a
paradoxical thinking capability, this research adopts an exploratory qualitative approach
(Stebbins, 2001). While the topic is underexplored, the study is guided by existing
theoretical insights from particularly Leonard-Barton’s (1992) framework of
organizational capabilities which provide a structured lens to examine the phenomenon.
This research is best described as abductive. The design and the initial coding structure
are shaped from the theory, but empirical observations are used to refine, deepen, and

adjust those theoretical concepts (Dubois & Gadde, 2002)

Qualitative research was most appropriate, as the nuanced and context-specific nature
of stakeholder tension and paradoxical thinking cannot be adequately capturedin a
survey or standard variables (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). By conducting empirical research
through interviews, the necessary information was obtained directly and concretely. The
basis of the interview protocol is informed by theory, but empirical research makes the
currently abstract theories concrete. Furthermore, the analysis remained open to
unexpected themes, ensuring that theoretical development was grounded in empirical

evidence.

3.2 Data Collection

A semi-structured interview was chosen because it gives the researcher the opportunity
to compare answers from different interviews. At the same time, it also gave the
interviewer and interviewee the freedom to delve further into a topic when there was
reason to do so due to value-adding information. The questions in the interview were
exploratory, which means that the researcher would in principle enter the conversation

openly without assumptions.

The research compared multiple cases in order to discover patterns between different
organizations (Bleijenbergh, 2013). In most cases, at least two respondents were
interviewed per organization, which increases the reliability and depth of the findings. In
one case only a single respondent could be interviews due to unforeseen scheduling
issues. Despite this, the interview was retained because the respondent held a strategic

16



role with years of experience and provided rich, relevant insights directly alighed with
the theoretical framework. While triangulation within that case is limited, the data still

contribute to the overall pattern analysis and thematic saturation across cases.

Initially, the research team aimed to conduct 16 interviews, divided among four students
working collaboratively. However, due to difficulties in securing respondents, two team
members were unable to complete their planned interviews. To avoid delays and ensure
the quality and consistency of the data, the remaining two students, including the
author, conducted additional interviews. In total, 12 interviews were carried out and
included in the analysis. Of these, 10 interviews lasted of 45 minutes, one lasted 43:36
minutes, and one lasted 32:34 minutes. The shortest interview was conducted with a
Chief Commercial Officer in a strategic leadership position. Despite the shorter duration
due to time constraints, the interview provided valuable insights. This case was further
supported by two additional interviews of over 45 minutes, allowing for triangulation

within the case.

Given the available time and resources, the interviews yielded rich and diverse data
sufficient to address the research objectives. In addition, consensus theory shows that
reliable information still emerges from small samples if respondents have a certain
degree of expertise of the subject (Romney et al., 1986). Although more interviews may
have offered additional nuance, the current data provided thematic saturation across
the four building blocks and the enactment of paradoxical thinking in managing

stakeholder tensions.

The researchers selected the cases based on the method of agreement. By conducting
research at companies that operate in different sectors (see Figure 2), it can be seen
where the similarities lie between the companies in how they successfully deal with
their stakeholder tensions. This allowed a comparison to be made of which factors that
are present in all companies contribute to success. Conversely, factors that are not

present were excluded as potential success factors (Bleijenbergh, 2013).

The respondents have diverse professional roles related to sales, HR, recruitment,
marketing, and consultancy, including both senior advisors and managerial positions.

All of them have to manage conflicting stakeholder demands as part of their core

17



responsibilities. Interviews were held with the Dutch branches of internationally
operating companies. Although their global headquarters are not necessarily located in
the Netherlands, these branches are based in the Dutch context and focus on the
domestic market, with primarily national stakeholder interests. The selected
organizations each employ at least 90 full-time employees (FTE), ensuring a level of
organizational complexity in which structured managerial systems, decision-making
frameworks, and formalized processes are typically present. Firms of this size are more
likely to engage with multiple stakeholder groups, making them suitable cases for

exploring how stakeholder tensions are managed in practice (Littunen et al., 2021).

Contact with respondents was established in different ways. Known contacts were
approached by email or phone, allowing the researcher to explain the study clearly.
Although phone contact was sometimes difficult (Bleijenbergh, 2013). Indirect contacts
were emailed for efficiency and clarity. If no reply followed, a reminder was sent or a
mutual contact was used. In some cases, access was arranged through an intermediary

familiar with both parties.
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Table 1. Interview overview

Case/Org. type Resp. Job respondent FTE Location Duration Other sources
interview
(h:m:s)
Lease company R1 Senior Sales Advisor 1000+ HQ, Almere 48:52
Lease company R2 Partner Manager 1000+ HQ, Almere 49:56
Recruitment firm R1 RPO Manager a0 HQ, 43:36
Hoofddorp
Recruitment firm RZ Chief Commercial 90 HQ, 32:34 Document
Officer Hoofddorp Mission&Vision,
Corevalue
Recruitment firm R3 Marketing Manager g0 HQ, 47:04 Document
Hoofddorp Retrospective
Consultancy firm R1 Senior Consultant 500+ Microsaoft 52:18
Teams
Consultancy firm R2 Senior Consultant 500+ Microsoft 55:40
Teams
Consultancy firm R3 Senior Consultant 500+ Microsoft 53:29
Teams
Supplier medical R1 Sales Manager 600+ HQ, Eindhoven  48:33

equipment

Accountancy firm R1 Project manager 2500+ Microsoft 48:41
recruitment Teams
Accountancy firm R2 HR Business Partner 2500+ HQ, Utrecht 55:29
Accountancy firm R3 Manager recruitment 2500+ Microsoft 1:01:49 Assessment of
Teams Skills&Personality

3.3 Interview protocol

The purpose of the interviews is to determine which capabilities organizations use in
practice, which ensures that they can successfully deal with stakeholder tensions. The
operationalization table is given in figure 3. The interview guide is given in appendix A. In
order to actually find out how organizations enact a paradoxical thinking capability, the
interview is structured around the four building blocks. These building blocks make the

abstract terms of paradoxical thinking and dynamic capabilities concrete.

This interview starts with an introduction and a concrete example case, followed by
contextual questions to understand how the interviewee engages with stakeholders and
to introduce the main concept of stakeholder tensions and paradoxical thinking. The
focus remains on the organizational level, allowing for comparison across interviews.

Questions about the building blocks follow, beginning with technical systems, then
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managerial systems and then skills & knowledge. This order moves from structural tools
to organized practices for learning and development. Norms & values are discussed last
to explore how the other building blocks are reflected in the organization’s culture and
influence paradoxical thinking in practice. Finally, reflection questions deepen the
discussion and expose missing or enabling factors in managing stakeholder tensions,

both within and across cases.

Table 2. Operationalization table

Concept Dimension Indicators Measurement Method Reference
Norms & Values *Shared beliefs * Employee perception of * Coding for cultural Leonard-Barton (1992),
* Informal rules paradoxes as threats or attitudes towards Miron-Spektor et al. (2018),
* Organization values in opportunities paradoxical thinking Donaldson & Preston (1995)
conflicting interests * Organizational emphasis on *Analysis of organizational
learning from tensions language in decision-making

* Leadership encouragement of
open discussions

Skills & * Tacit knowledge * Training programs * Interview questions and Leonard-Barton (1992)
Knowledge *Explicit knowledge * Mentoring coding about skill
* Peer learning development and knowledge
* Employees ability to see sharing
paradoxes as complementary * Documentation of skill
rather than conflicting overview
Managerial * Leadership * Presence of formal * Coding for leadership Leonard-Barton (1992)
systems approach mechanisms for balancing behaviors, decision-making  Smith & Lewis (2011)
* Decision making stakeholder tensions processes and organizational
structures * Level of autonomy in decision  policies
* Formal policies making
* Accountability * Leadership style in promoting
mechanisms paradoxical thinking
Technical * T systems * Use of IT systmes for * Interview questions and Leonard-Barton (1992)
systems * Historical data stakeholder management codes on the role of Teece (2007)
* Process * Ability to store&share historical technology in resolving
standardization vs. knowledge tensions
Flexibility
Balance * Stakeholder weighing  * Escalation logic * Interview questions and Smith & Lewis (2011),
* Compromise * Middle-ground solutions codes on stakeholder emperical code
development * Stakeholder priotization conflict decisions and
* Long-term * Relationship focus prioritization
consideration
Capability * Reflection routines * Scenario thinking * Interview codes on routines Leonard-Barton (1992), Teece
* Tailored decisions * Stakeholder alignment and reflection practices & Pisano (1994), emperical
* Anticipation practices meetings code

* Case retrospectives

3.4 Secondary data

To support conclusions from the primary data, secondary data was used in the form of
publicly available or provided company documents, such as a core value statement,
retrospective report and skill development materials. These documents offered insight
into formal norms & values and organizational learning routines linked to the building
blocks. However, most companies were reluctant to share internal materials beyond

these examples. Traditional secondary data such as financial records or the Chamber of
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Commerce were not used, as they offered limited relevance to the study’s focus on

organizational culture and paradoxical thinking.

3.5 Analysis

As this research follows an abductive approach, the analysis was guided by existing
theoretical concepts while remaining open to empirical insights that refine or expand
those concepts. Thematic coding was applied using a set of sensitizing concepts,
derived from Leonard-barton’s (1992) building blocks of organizational capabilities.
During the analysis, two additional codes, Balance and Capability, were added to the
code book to capture recurring themes that were not fully covered by the initial
framework but proved essential in understanding how paradoxical thinking is enacted in

practice.

Thematic coding consisted of five steps. First, the transcribed interviews were read and
initial notes were made. Because the interviewer was present at all interviews, he was

familiar with the content of the interviews.

Second, thematic coding was applied, in which the themes were defined based on the
four building blocks of Leonard-Barton (1992). The frameworks for these themes are

explained in the operationalization table.

The third step was iterative refinement, in which the main themes were coded. At the
same time, the themes Balance and Capability were added, because these concepts
are important, but did not fit within the first categories. This balance between deductive

and inductive logics helped ensure dependability and flexibility.

As a fourth step, the codes of different interviews were compared with a fellow student
working on the same topic, to discuss differences and to be critical of one's own codes.
It promoted confirmability by reducing personal bias in interpretation (Nowell et al.,

2017).

Finally, the codes within the themes were compared to each other to discover patterns,
both between cases and within a case with different respondents. In doing so,
commonalities or recurring issues mentioned across participants were looked at. To

then interpret this information in how it contributes to answering the research question.
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3.6 Ethics

This research followed the ethical guidelines of the Radboud University Nijmegen to take

into account the integrity, transparency and respect for participants (see Appendix B).

First of all, the participants were fully informed about the purpose of the research, the
reason for the interview and how their answers will be used. In order to guarantee the
anonymity of the respondents, all interviews are anonymized. In addition, the data is
stored securely and is only accessible to the persons involved in the research. This

includes the researchers and supervisors of the research.

The recorded interviews and the associated transcripts are stored on a device that
requires a password. The stored data is stored for a certain period and completely

deleted after this period in order to comply with the ethical research guidelines.

The data shown in the results is accurate and is not manipulated, fabricated or
selectively presented to arrive at a specific output. In addition, quotes from respondents

are handled with care, whereby quotes are not taken out of context.

The research does not contain sensitive information from those involved that could
affect their reputation, job security or well-being. In addition, the questions are
formulated in such a way that there is respect for professional boundaries and no
pressure is exerted on respondents to gather confidential information. After the
interviews were processed, respondents received a summary of their answers. They also
had the opportunity to respond to this, in order to prevent incorrect information from

being used for the research.

The research uses the correct way of citing secondary sources to ensure academic
integrity and to prevent plagiarism. This thesis acknowledges the use of generative Al
tools during the writing process. Al was used to support clarity, structure, translation
and phrasing. All output was critically reviewed, adapted and integrated by the author.
No full sections were copied without substantial rewriting. Example prompts used to

support writing are included in Appendix C.

Finally, the results are shared transparently, whereby the limits and possible biases are

openly discussed.
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Chapter 4: Results

This chapter presents the interview results in three steps. First, each building block is
discussed separately in terms how organizations apply it in paradoxical thinking as a
capability for managing stakeholder tensions. Next, their interrelations are analyzed,
with a focus on norms & values. Finally, Chapter 4.6 explores how organizations build
paradoxical thinking as a capability by learning from tensions and adjusting or

introducing new systems, skills and values.

4.1 Skills & Knowledge

Skills and knowledge are the collective experiences, competences, learning practices of

employees that help them in paradoxical thinking during conflicting stakeholder

tensions. These skills & knowledge consist of explicit knowledge (e.g. training) and tacit

knowledge (e.g., intuition and experiential learning).

Table 3. Skills & knowledge

Training, Skills & Description Cases Support paradoxical thinking
Knowledge Mentioned
Stakeholder Training focused on Lease Directly addresses how to navigate
Management understanding, mapping, Recruitment  competing stakeholder demands, a
Training and balancing diverse Medic.supply core component of paradoxical
stakeholder needs and Consultancy  thinking.
expectations. Accountancy
Compliance Covers regulations, risk Lease Helps employees balance external
Training management, GDPR, and Recruitment  responsiveness with internal control
ethical guidelines. Accountancy requirements.
Pricing Training Training to increase Lease Helps navigate tensions between
commercial awareness financial constraints and
and internal alignment partner/customer expectations.
around value and cost.
Communication Improves stakeholder Lease Strengthens the ability to listen and
Training engagement, active Recruitment  respond constructively to
listening, and conflict- Consultancy conflicting needs.
sensitive dialogue. Accountancy
Disc {Color Training based on Lease Improves team understanding and
Profiles) personality types (e.g., Medic.supply collaboration across different
blue, red) to improve team  Consultancy  working styles. Helpful when
understanding and Accountancy navigating internal and external
collaboration. contradictions.
Conflict Training or experience to Accountancy Equips employees to manage
Management proactively resolve or de- tension between opposing
Training escalate tensions. stakeholder needs calmly and
constructively.
Time Training themes to Medic.supply Supports effective navigation of
Management/High enhance team efficiency competing priorities across
Performance and individual focus in stakeholders.
Teams dynamic environments.
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Peer Learning/

Structured sharing of real

Lease

Fosters reflective learning and

intervision cases to reflecton and Accountancy diverse approaches to managing
learn from peer stakeholder complexity.
approaches.

Onboarding/Role Early-stage exposure to Lease Accelerates understanding of

familiarization people, processes, and Consultancy  internal stakeholder systems and
expectations within the Medic.supply tension points.
company. Accountancy

Cognitive Testing & Hiring tools to evaluate Consultancy  Helps ensure new hires are selected

Assessment judgement, reasoning, and Accountancy based on competencies like

Centers stakeholder related judgment, stakeholder sensitivity
competencies. and the ability to weigh conflicting

priorities.

Self-reflection Ability to assess one'sown  Accountancy Supports critical thinking and open-
role, behavior, and growth  Consultancy  mindedness needed to explore
area. contradictory stakeholder interests.

Leadership Capacity to inspire, guide,  Accountancy Balances assertiveness and
and make strategic empathy; helps create space for
decisions under both control and flexibility.
complexity.

Sensitivity/ Ability to sense and relate  Recruitment  Helps employees understand and

Empathy to the emotions and Medic.supply integrate conflicting stakeholder
perspectives of others Consultancy  viewpoints.

Accountancy
Initiative and Proactive approach and Consultancy  Helps employees act effectively in
Adaptability ability to adjust to change  Accountancy uncertain or paradoxical situations

Decision-Making /

or emerging demands.
Ability to assess complex

Recruitment

by staying flexible.
Facilitates weighing conflicting

Judgement situations and choose Consultancy  priorities and making decisions that

appropriate responses. Accountancy consider multiple stakeholder
interests.

Situational Skill to read contextual Lease Enables timely recognition and

Awareness signals and adapt Recruitment  interpretation of emerging
responses accordingly. Consultancy  stakeholder tensions.

Accountancy
Environmental Understanding of external  Consultancy  Promotes strategic foresight and
Awareness and organizational context  Accountancy alignment between internal goals

thatinfluences
stakeholder dynamics.

and external.

The Skills & Knowledge (see figure 4) enable employees to recognize conflicting
demands and deal with them creatively by reframing proposals or using temporary and
middle-ground solutions. Through the training and experiences that a company provides
to its employees, it creates the capability for paradoxical thinking at the organizational

level.

What stands out is the breath and intentionality with which organizations develop both
formal and informal capabilities to deal with complexity. It was noticeable that all
organizations provide structured training programs including mandatory compliance

modules and optional learning paths about skills that contribute to paradoxical thinking.
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The types of training that appear across organizations reflect the skills that firms find
essential to stimulate paradoxical thinking in managing stakeholder tensions.
Particularly striking is how some companies incentivize continuous learning. Training
engagement is actively discussed in appraisal interviews and sometimes considered in
formal evaluations. This shows that skills development isn’t incidental, but it’s

embedded into organizational systems and cultures.

Among the training types, stakeholder management stands out. It appears in all cases,
indicating that many organizations are consciously equipping employees with tools to
map and balance conflicting stakeholder interests. This directly contributes to
paradoxical thinking. Employees are trained to recognize competing demands not as
either/or choices, but as tensions that must be navigated simultaneously. Several
respondents described how stakeholder management training helps employees identify
different stakeholder groups, understand their interests and anticipate where tensions
may arise. This stakeholder mapping process supports paradoxical thinking by
encouraging employees to weigh competing demands early on, before they escalate into
conflict. One company supported this with a formal assessment report, linking
competency development and learning potential to stakeholder-sensitive roles. As a
senior consultant explained: “Mapping the right stakeholders... And that you look, | have
to keep them informed during my project. | have to actively involve this person. | have to
passively involve the other in certain changes. So, to make that clear to yourselfin
advance. That helps a lot.” This illustrates that paradoxical thinking is supported not only
by recognizing tensions, but also by structurally anticipating them through stakeholder

analysis and development practices.

A unique and widely used method is the DiSC color profile. Although the most
companies in the study use this tool, there is no scientific evidence for its effectiveness
(Vermeren, 2019). DiSC stands for (D)ominance, (i)nfluence, (S)teadiness and
(C)onscientiousness. This tool provides insight using a color that corresponds to one or
multiple of the four characters, describes how someone's character is and how this
person should deal with a certain situation or person. This insight should contribute to
communication, leadership and teamwork (DiSC Profile, 2025).

At one company a team was really formed by aligning skills and characters with each
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other, so that the colors are complementary to each other, and thus complete each
other. Other companies use the method more to gain insight into which skills and
characters are presentin teams, to use that insight to help team members understand
each other and communicate better with each other. This practical application of self-
awareness and empathy illustrates paradoxical thinking at work. Rather than viewing
interpersonal differences as friction, they are reframed as strengths that, when

integrated, enhance collaboration and adaptability.

Soft skills such as self-reflection, leadership and situational awareness were also
emphasized during the interviews. These are not isolated competencies, but
capabilities that help individuals stay attuned to conflicting interests and dynamic
environments. For example, situational awareness allows employees to sense shifting
stakeholder priorities, while leadership ensures tensions are not ignored but actively

addressed through vision and communication.

In every company, respondents mentioned that tacit knowledge, the knowledge learned
from experience, played a more dominant role than the explicit knowledge that
employees learned from trainings. Respondents emphasized that dealing with
stakeholders requires experience, stakeholder awareness and intuition, especially when
it comes to opposing interests. In the words of a CCO of a recruitment firm: “
“experience also helps with the knowledge you have. And if you have more knowledge of
the situations you can end up in, then | think you can prevent quite a bit.” In doing so,
learning from each other took place both informally and formally, through peer
exchanges, team meetings, bilateral conversations “bilas” (1-on-1 conversations), and

exposure to complex negotiations.

4.2 Managerial Systems

Managerial systems include the structures, formal policies, decision-making processes
and accountability mechanisms that determine how the organization delegates,

escalates or coordinate action when managing conflicting stakeholder tensions.
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Table 4. Managerial systems

System Description Cases Support paradoxical thinking
Mentioned
Approval Structures  Predefined rules that Lease Supports paradoxical thinking by

(e.g. kaderlijst)

determine which

Recruitment

helping employees balance

decisions can be made Consultancy  autonomy with oversight. Ensures
by whom, based on Accountancy that conflicting stakeholder
financial value, risk level interests are escalated to the right
or exceptions status. level without oversimplifying the
tension.
Layered Decision- Clear hierarchy for Lease Allows trade-offs to be considered

Making (MT, VP,

escalating complex or

Recruitment

at the right level, balancing local

Director) cross-unit decisions. Medic.supply autonomy with strategic oversight.
Consultancy
Accountancy

Collaborative Key decisions are made Lease Encourages input from multiple

Decision-Making

jointly across role or
teams.

Recruitment
Medic.supply

perspectives, integrating diverse
stakeholder interests.

Accountancy
360-Degree Tools and routines for Medic.supply Stimulates open conversations and
Feedback & feedback acrossrole and  Accountancy mutual understanding across
Continuous hierarchy levels. opposing viewpoints.
Dialogue
Business Unit (BU) Business units operate Lease Balances specialization with
Structures with semi-independently with  Medic.supply integration. Meeded when different
Cross-BU shared governance on Accountancy  units have conflicting stakeholder
Alignment broader issues. demands.
Management- Active involvement of Recruitment  Ensures multiple voices are heard
Initiated stakeholders in projects Accountancy early, making trade-offs visible and
Stakeholder (e.g. recruiters, negotiable.
Involvement communication)
Regional Structures to enhance Accountancy Encourages coordination across
Collaboration collaboration and geographic interests that may
Structures alignment across compete or diverge.

location.

Managerial systems shape how tensions are handled by balancing compliance and
commercial flexibility. The structures ensure compliance, while the space employees
are given to negotiate, escalate or question internal rules enables employees to handle
tensions more adaptively. Managerial systems thus act as a stimulus for paradoxical

thinking by both regulation and at the same time space for judgment-based decisions.

A strong example of how managerial systems support paradoxical thinking is the use of
independent internal teams, such as compliance or control departments to audit or
review decisions. These teams function as objective internal stakeholders and bring a
neutral perspective to decisions involving conflicting stakeholder interests. Their

involvement ensures that competing demands are weighed collectively through cross-
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functional input, rather than allowing one department’s logic to dominate such as the
sales or legal department. In several organizations, respondents described how a
decision would first be checked by the responsible team, followed by a second opinion
for an independent party. As the senior sales advisor of a lease company putit: "The first
line checks. There is always a person who checks all the information, verifies and carries
outthat research, scores credit. And then there is always a second line that approves

everything and that the procedure has been followed correctly.”

All companies used formal approval structures. For example, organizations used a
“kaderlijst” to determine to what extent an employee may make a decision themselves
and from which point a manager or board member gives permission. This depended on
the size of the financial deal, on thresholds for discount, risk, or exception. It allows
employees to have autonomy for small decisions, but enforce oversight for complex or
risky decisions. The “kaderlijst” ensures that tensions between stakeholder interests
(e.g. profit vs. customer satisfaction) are handled at the right level. Rather than
simplifying or avoiding such tensions, the structure supports paradoxical thinking by
guiding when to decide independently and when to escalate. This emphasis on formal
approval structures was illustrated by a Manager Partner of a lease company: “That
brings me back to the framework list... That is a bit of an area where you are allowed to
be free. And if you go outside of that. Then you are actually obliged. To discuss that. And
not to make your own agreements.” This kind of structure helps companies avoid two
extremes. Following rules blindly or letting everyone decide everything on their own. It
fosters a mindset where employees must balance standardization with contextual

judgement, the essence of paradoxical thinking.

In addition, managers were described as sparring partners and often encourage their
team members to think critically and to weigh trade-offs between stakeholder demands
and company policy. Among the respondents from the various companies, there was a
shared understanding that while internal controls were important, employees were
encouraged to take ownership and responsibility within their own frameworks. At the
same time, several interviews showed that employees are not alone. If stakeholder

interests need to be managed, an employee may ask his or her manager for help.
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4.3 Technical systems
Technical systems refer to the tools, software, platforms, and database used to capture,
store, and distribute information within the organization that support paradoxical

thinking.

Table 5. Technical systems

System or Tool Description Cases Support paradoxical thinking
Menticned

Stakeholder Central digital spaces Lease Provides transparency and shared

Documentation (e.g. Teams, Project Recruitment  understanding across departments,

Platforms environments) used to Medic.supply helping balance diverse stakeholder

CRM and Contract
Management
Systems

Decision Logging
and Justification

Al Tools (e.g.
Copilot in Teams)

Cross-Department
Visibility

Skill
Documentation
Systems

Toolkits with
Theoretical Models

log decisions,
stakeholder roles, and
project updates.
Systems that store
agreements with clients
and insurers, and ensure
consistent follow-up.
Manual or automated
logging of key decisions
and team rationales.
Artificial intelligence
tools used to summarize
meetings and track
conversation outcomes.

Transparent access to
reports and tools across
teams.

Internal tracking of
employee skills for use in
role-matching and
development.

Curated knowledge
systems containing
frameworks and practical
tools for teams.

Consultancy
Accountancy

Lease
Medic.supply

Lease

Consultancy
Accountancy
Accountancy

Recruitment

Consultancy
Accountancy

Lease
Consultancy

expectations.

Ensures continuity and reduces
misunderstandings when balancing
compliance and client interest.

Promotes accountability and
enables future learning from
tensions.

Help capture and summarize
meetings, which improves clarity
and continuity in communication.
This may support paradoxical
thinking by helping employees
revisit discussions where tensions
were discussed.

Enhances openness and reduces
silos that often intensify tensions
between units or teams.
Supports alignment between
employee strengths and strategic
organizational.

Supports structured reflection and
diverse approaches solving complex
challenges.

The role of technical systems in supporting stakeholder tension management varied
widely across cases, but several noteworthy patterns emerged. Most striking was that
technical systems were mainly seen by the respondents as fragmented or outdated,
which led to employees relying on interpersonal communication or tacit knowledge to
fillgaps. According to a senior sales advisor at a lease company: “Itis such a large
organization, you don't see everything. And the systems are all set up independently of
each other.” When a stakeholder conflict occurred, the information about it was

retrieved and logged in different systems. Systems that in many cases are not connected
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to each other, but are integrated separately in the company as a combination of different
systems. CRM systems, pricing tools, credit databases, and knowledge repositories are
used. An example at a lease company was that one team used a credit system to check
the financial background of a client, while another team used a CRM system to track
contact moments and agreements. However, these systems were not linked, which
meant that employees had to manually retrieve data from both platforms to assess the
stakeholder situation. In this case, sales and finance had to discuss high-risk clients
separately to align their views before making a decision. Although one might argue that
having separate systems could encourage paradoxical thinking by forcing employees to
view tensions from different angles, respondents generally experienced this

fragmentation as a barrier rather than a benefit.

Yet even in these fragmented environments, specific systems were identified as
enablers of paradoxical thinking, supporting simultaneously attend to conflicting
stakeholder demands. For example, CRM systems that documented all partner
communication were used not only to track transactions but also to reflect on prior
decisions. This helped employees move beyond reactive decision-making and instead

consider historical context, fostering learning across conflicting priorities.

However, many companies indicated that not all stakeholder related information can be
stored or documented due to legal and privacy constraints, such as GDPR. This limits
the ability to build complete organizational memory through systems, which in turn
places greater reliance on interpersonal knowledge sharing and tacit understanding to

navigate stakeholder tensions.

A particularly illustrative example came from the use of Microsoft Teams as a more than
just a communication tool. In one firm, Teams was used as a central platform to store
stakeholder documents, including contact histories, risk profiles and strategic
decisions. Employees shared and updated decision rationales, responsibilities and
follow-up actions directly within dedicated project channels. This structured setup
enhanced both transparency and shared memory, helping teams reflect on earlier
decisions and coordinate responses across departments. By making stakeholder
related information easily accessible and reviewable, Teams supported employees in
balancing competing demands, a key condition for paradoxical thinking.
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One company indicated that there will be an integration of different systems into one

system. Theis acknowledged point to the broader insight that while fragmented systems

are still the norm, their lack of cohesion may limit organizational learning, and thus

paradoxical thinking, especially across stakeholder silos.

While these systems mainly supported compliance, they also contributed to

transparency and informed decision-making. A HR business partner of a big

accountancy firm explained: “We now also use Copilot from Teams. That really helps us

with taking minutes, action lists, and finding what was discussed.” In firms where

systems were well-integrated, they helped balance stakeholder expectations. However,

in less mature systems, paradoxical thinking had to be compensated by employees’

personal capabilities.

4.4 Norms & Values

Norms and Values refer to shared beliefs, informal rules, and what the organization

values. It determines how employees perceive and respond to tensions.

Table 6. Norms & Values

Norm & Value Description Cases Support paradoxical thinking
Mentioned
Transparency Open sharing of Recruitment  Allows conflicting interests to
decisions, motives, and Consultancy  surface without fear, enabling
processes across the Accountancy constructive tensions.

Openness &
Accessibility

Learning Culture

Empathy & Personal

Attention

Respect for Identity

& Inclusion

Value-Driven
Decisions

Intervision & Peer

Learning

organization.

An informal culture where
all levels of staff can raise
issues and be heard.

A norm where continuous
development and
feedback are
encouraged.

Norm to show personal
concern for colleagues
and stakeholders.
Culture that welcomes
individual differences
and voice.

Decisions guided by core
values (e.g., impact,
entrepreneurship, client-
focus).

Team sessions where
employees discuss
complex cases and
reflect together.

Recruitment
Medic.supply
Consultancy
Accountancy
Lease
Consultancy
Accountancy

Recruitment
Medic.supply
Accountancy
Recruitment
Accountancy

Lease
Recruitment
Accountancy

Lease
Medic.supply

Encourages diverse viewpoints and
avoids suppression of contradictory
stakeholder signals.

Stimulates reflection and
adaptability in navigating conflicting
stakeholder expectations.

Supports trust and relational
understanding, especially during
high-stakes tensions.

Fosters psychological safety to
express tensions and contribute to
saolutions creatively.

Provides a moral anchor when
navigating competing or ambiguous
demands.

Supports collective problem-solving
and understanding of paradoxes
through shared stories.
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The interviews show that norms and values within companies are the foundation for
psychological safety, providing a shared language and moral basis that employees need
to think paradoxically. Unlike formal systems, paradoxical thinking was mostly driven by
cultural norms that encouraged learning. These were not formally codified, but
consistently shaped how tensions between stakeholder interests were revealed and

addressed within organizations.

Although core values were established in organizations, these values were rarely
reinforced trough active leadership or management control. Foral values often
overlapped with cultural norms, but were rarely used in daily decisions or leadership
practices. This suggests a gap between what is stated and what is practiced, what could
limit the extent to which values can serve as a compass for navigating stakeholder

tensions.

What stood out the most was the broad emphasis on transparency and openness. In
most cases, respondents described a culture where employees were encouraged to
speak up about tensions or concerns. Both external and internal tensions such as
between clients and compliance, but also between internal departments. This openness
reduces the chance that stakeholder tensions are ignored or simplified. Instead, they
are discussed explicitly and constructively, in order to stimulate paradoxical thinking.
However, this openness was often described as dependent on the leadership style of a
manager. Paradoxical thinking is not always supported to the same extent by the
organizational culture, but according to a senior consultant of a consultancy firm, this
openness is often shaped by the way in which individual leaders encourage it. In
addition, the culture can also differ per region, indicated the manager recruiter of an
accountancy firm. As a result, HR employees adapt to their colleagues from certain
regions when conflicting interests arise. This ties in with what a senior sales advisor at a
leasing company said: “Here we are sometimes so big that we have quite different
cultures within an organization.” A general culture within an organization is therefore not

always possible, making paradoxical thinking more present in some teams than others.

Another striking feature was the value placed on empathy and personal attention. In
several organizations, employees were encouraged to look beyond their own
departmentalinterests and genuinely consider the human and relational aspects of
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their stakeholders. For example, a recruiter described how their norm was to treat every
internal or external stakeholder conversation as equally important. This attitude
supports paradoxical thinking by humanizing stakeholder conflict, making it less about

winning or losing, and more about balancing values and expectations.

Companies also promoted learning cultures through norms of reflection and feedback.
This was reflected in meetings such as peer learning sessions and retrospectives, where
tensions and trade-offs from previous projects were discussed together. This fosters the
mindset that contradictions are not problems to be solved ones. Companies recognize
that conflicting stakeholder interests occur more often, by consistently reflecting on this
they can recognize patterns and anticipate them in the future. Many respondents also
emphasized that they feel support from their manager when they are dealing with
complex tensions. Managers or colleagues would step in to help assess and resolve the

situation, framing tensions as shared challenges rather than personal failures.

Interestingly, some firms emphasized value-driven decision-making as everyday
practices. These values (e.g., integrity, impact, entrepreneurship) were actively used to
guide employees when they face ambiguous or competing stakeholder interests. This
was also visible in the formal values of the recruitment firm, which emphasize
responsibility, empathy and reflection as part of stakeholder engagement. This use of
values as a moral compass helped employees move forward when rational analysis
alone was insufficient. A Manager Partner of a Lease company said: “There is also a
group set up from all disciplines that focuses on themes such as core values, culture
and behavior. It makes these themes discussable and ensures that they are reflected in

the organization.”

4.5 Relationships between building blocks

Although each building block on its own contributes to paradoxical thinking, the analysis
showed that it is often the combination of building blocks that enables companies to
navigate with conflicting stakeholder tensions effectively. What was particularly striking
is how certain combinations of building blocks compensate for weaknesses, while

others reinforce and deepen each other’s effects.
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Table 7. Relationships Building Blocks

Building Blocks Description Cases Support paradoxical thinking
relationships Mentioned
Norms & Values =2 Employees are trained in Lease Supports employees to act with

Skills & Knowledge

Norms & Values =
Skills & Knowledge

Norms & Values =
Managerial
Systems

Norms & Values =2
Technical Systems

Managerial
Systems —=* Skills &
Knowledge

key soft skills, while
culture reinforces
learning and
collaboration.

Team norms reinforce the
use of learned skills like
listening, negotiation and
reflection.

Organizations balance
hierarchical decision
structures with a culture
where employees can
easily access and speak
to management.
Systems for
documentation and
knowledge sharing reflect
and reinforce open
collaboration.
Employees are trained to
act autonomously within
clear decision
frameworks

Recruitment
Medic.supply
Consultancy

Accountancy
Lease
Recruitment
Medic.supply
Consultancy
Accountancy
Recruitment
Medic.supply
Accountancy

Lease
Recruitment
Consultancy

Lease
Recruitment
Medic.supply
Consultancy
Accountancy

empathy and confidence when
managing conflicting stakeholder
tensions.

Creates a psychologically safe
setting for applying tension-
sensitive skills.

Combines formal structure with
open dialogue. Allowing tensions to
be escalated while maintaining
psychological safety and inclusion.

Makes managing stakeholder
tensions transparent and accessible
to multiple actors.

Balance rule-following with
judgement, enabling creativity and
responsible decision-making

This chapter analyzes how Leonard-Barton’s (1992) building blocks interact to support
paradoxical thinking. A central finding is the pivotal role of Norms & Values. While all
building blocks contribute, norms & values consistently appear as the connective tissue
that enables or amplifies the others. Cultural elements like openness, feedback,
psychological safety and collaboration help employees apply their skills, navigate
decisions and use systems constructively. In this sense, norms & values do not operate
in isolation, but actively shape how paradoxical thinking is enacted across the

organization. This chapter explores how these relationships unfold.

One of the most consistently observed relationships was between norms & values and
skills & knowledge. In these cases, soft skills such as communication, empathy and
stakeholder awareness were developed through training but activated in cultures that
encouraged feedback and learning. Norms & values reinforced individual capabilities,
suggesting a directional influence from culture to skills. At a lease company, employees
emphasized how important it was that if something was unclear or conflicted, they

could simply walk into a colleague’s office. The senior sales advisor explained: “If you're
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struggling with something, you just walk into a colleague's office and say: | don't
understand this or how did you do this?”. This illustrates that culture can sometimes
compensate for the absence of systems, making paradoxical thinking a social and

relational process more than a technological one.

Another frequently observed relationship was between norms & values and managerial
systems. In several organizations, hierarchical decision structures, such as formal
approval frameworks (“kaderlijsten”), were not experienced as restrictive. Instead, they
became effective because of an underlying culture of openness and approachability.
Employees felt safe and empowered to use escalation procedures appropriately
because norms encourage dialogue across levels. This applied even in companies with
1000+ FTE, although some junior employees still experienced hesitation due to
hierarchy. As the Project Manager Recruitment of a big Accountancy firm noted: “/ don't
feel inhibited at all to approach people or a partner... There is a bit of hierarchy and
perhaps certainly for younger colleagues who find it difficult to approach. But | don't
experience our culture at all in such a way that people are unapproachable.”

This suggests a directional relationship where norms & values enable managerial
systems to function in practice. When organizational culture promotes open
communication, employees are more likely to engage with decision structures not as
rigid controls but as tools for shared sensemaking and dilemma resolution. Rather than
enforcing top-down compliance, this combination fosters paradoxical thinking. It helps
employees balance autonomy and structure, standardization and flexibility and act

thoughtfully amid competing stakeholder interests.

Interestingly, even in large firms with above 500 FTE that have sophisticated systems,
interpersonal interaction remained dominant. At one large accountancy firm,
employees shared that the official systems felt too vast and fragmented, which made
them fall back on personal contact. Asking a colleague was faster and helped maintain
cross-team relationships told a Project Manager Recruitment: “We have an intranet site.
And you can look things up. But that is sometimes quite complex. So, itis just very handy
if you know, I have to go to that corner (office). That is where | have to be. That you just
know where you have to be.” This suggests a relationship where norms and values shape

how technical systems are used. A culture of approachability and informal knowledge
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sharing can override formal tools, making paradoxical thinking more relational than

technical.

In the most cases, technical systems were seen as essential tools to document
tensions, store decisions on conflicting interest form the past or provide a shared
understanding. But what stood out was that systems only supported paradoxical
thinking when combined with the right norms and managerial system. Companies
without integrated systems still managed stakeholder tensions effectively because of

strong team values and supportive leadership.

This leads to the insight that organizations do not enact paradoxical thinking through one
building block alone, but through a complementary configuration as managerial
systems offer structure, but need openness to function. Furthermore, training builds
awareness, but needs cultural safety to be applied. Lastly, systems store knowledge, but

people activate it through relationships.

4.6 Learning development capability

Across all cases, the development of paradoxical thinking was not a fixed outcome but a
continuous learning process. Organizations did not merely possess this capability, they
cultivated it over time through deliberate reflection, knowledge sharing and adaptive
routines. This indicates that paradoxical thinking becomes a capability not only because
structural building blocks like training systems or cultural norms exist, but because
these are activated and adapted through continuous learning from stakeholder

tensions.

Table 8. Capability development

Capability Description Cases Support paradoxical thinking
development Mentioned

lterative Training topics evolved Consultancy Embeds real-world ambiguity in
development of through trial-and-error, Medic.supply formal learning structures. Adapts
training based on practical to changing stakeholder complexity.

experience with
stakeholder tensions.
Team reflection on Team periodically reflect Lease Encourages collective sensemaking
dilemnmas on stakeholder Recruitment  and memory building from prior
challenges and solutions  Consultancy tensions.
{e.g. in retrospectives).

Leader stimulated Leaders actively ask Lease Creates space for continuous

feedback loops teams to evaluate how a Accountancy improvement and normalizes
tension was handled and contradictory demands as learning
what could be improved. opportunities.
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Tacit knowledge Learning from informal Recruitment  Builds situational awareness and

sharing exchanges (e.g., bilas, Consultancy  judgement through real-time
peer coaching) that grow exposure to paradoxes.
with experience.
Capability built Escalation paths evolve Lease Teaches employees how to navigate
through escalation based on pastcases and Medic.supply tensioninstead of avoiding or
clarify when to act alone rushing decisions.

or involve higher-ups.

Learning took multiple forms. Most companies offered structured training programs
such as stakeholder management, conflict resolution and compliance, which helped
employees recognize and navigate competing demands. These formal programs laid a
foundation of explicit knowledge, while informal learning such as “bilas”, team
retrospectives and mentorship, played an equally important role. In many firms,
employees emphasized how valuable it was to reflect together on complex stakeholder
cases, often using team meetings to weigh decisions and build shared understanding.
This was echoed by a senior sales advisor from a lease company: “These are the signals
that you have to pick up during such a training... Then it is normal for us to describe such
a situation to your colleagues in a team meeting.” This form of collective sensemaking
helps embed paradoxical thinking in daily routines, not as a theoretical concept, but as

a practical mindset.

Interestingly, multiple respondents reflected on how their organization had grown in
managing tensions over time. They described how reflection on past tensions helped
teams gradually move from reactive decisions toward more thoughtful responses.
Instead of immediately solving or escalating conflicts, employees were increasingly
encouraged to pause, reflect and weigh stakeholder perspectives. As a HR business
partner of an accountancy firm put it: “We also give each other feedback and
assessments, to see for next time whether we have handled this well.” Although this
study is not longitudinal, reflections suggest a developmental pathway in which
companies build paradoxical thinking capabilities through feedback loops and

experiential learning.

Not all organizations were equally advanced in this journey. In smaller firms, such as the
recruitment agency with 90 FTE, interpersonal proximity made it easier to share
experiences and reflect together. At this company, learning was informal but frequent. In

contrast, larger firms often had more structured systems, but also had to work harder to
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ensure that learning was embedded across departments. Some large organizations
explicitly organized stakeholder alignment meetings or used incident reviews to draw
lessons from complex stakeholder cases. The recruitment firm’s retrospective
documentillustrated this approach, using structured categories like “obstacles”,
”learnings” and “actions” to collectively reflect on stakeholder dilemmas. This shows
that the learning process behind paradoxical thinking does not depend on size alone,
but on how intentional the organization is about reflection, openness and adaptation.
This study does not aim to rank firms in terms of paradoxical thinking capability. Instead,
itillustrates how organizations differ in how they develop and apply this capability over

time through learning and experience.

In sum, paradoxical thinking as capability is not just the result of structures. It is built
through experience, reflection and learning over time. Organizations that deliberately
revisit stakeholder tensions, support knowledge sharing and invest in both formal and
informal learning practices appear better equipped to turn tension into innovation,
rather than conflict. This makes learning not just a support factor, but a central driver of

paradoxical thinking in practice.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

This chapter reflects on the main findings by connecting them to existing literature,
outlining theoretical and managerial implications and identifying limitations and
directions for future research.

5.1 Conclusions

The research question of this study was:
“How can organizations enact a paradoxical thinking capability?”

As the research question of this study states, this research set out to explore how
organizations enact paradoxical thinking as a dynamic capability to manage stakeholder
tensions. By analyzing 12 interviews across five different organizations, the study
revealed that paradoxical thinking is not a standalone trait or one-time action, but an
organizational capability rooted in aligned skills, structures, systems and values. The
findings are structured around the four building blocks from Leonard-Barton (1992),

enriched with two additional empirical themes: balance and capability.

Skills & knowledge appeared consistently as a foundational building block for enabling
paradoxical thinking. Organizations invest in both mandatory and optional training,
including stakeholder management, communication and compliance. However, soft
skills like self-reflection, empathy, and leadership were highlighted as even more
critical. These tacit skills were most often developed through experience, peer learning,
and real-life stakeholder tensions. Remarkably, the DiSC profiles were widely used to
enhance collaboration and stakeholder sensitivity. These skills enabled employees to

recognize and creatively balance conflicting stakeholder demands.

Managerial systems structured decision-making while enabling autonomy. Formal
approval lists and compliance teams helped evaluate stakeholder interests from
multiple perspectives. These systems supported paradoxical thinking by creating clear

structures while allowing space for dialogue, escalation and balanced judgement.

Technical systems were often fragmented across CRM, contract and credit. Despite this,
some firms used them to log paradoxical decisions or inform risk assessments.

Although built for compliance, they enhanced transparency and supported informed
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decisions. GDPR limits reduced full documentation, increasing reliance on

interpersonal knowledge sharing.

Norms & Values were essential in shaping how paradoxical thinking is enacted.
Transparency, accessibility, and openness were recurring themes, although cultural
expression often varied by team or regional leadership. Some organizations encouraged
employees to humanize stakeholder tensions. Emphasizing empathy and personal
concern over rigid rule-following. However, gaps existed between stated values and

actual practice, especially in daily decision-making.

The interplay between building blocks was crucial. Paradoxical thinking was the
strongest when managerial systems were supported by open culture, when learned
skills were encouraged through team norms and when technical systems reinforce
transparent collaboration. Even in large companies with advance systems, respondent
often preferred informal interaction to resolve tensions. This shows that culture can take
the place of formal systems, emphasizing that paradoxical thinking depends more on

human relationships than on technical tools.

Finally, paradoxical thinking developed over time through learning. Organizations built
this capability by reflecting on tensions, sharing experiences and adjusting practices.
Tools like team evaluations, “bilas” and retrospectives supported this process. Rather
than trying to eliminate tensions, companies became more comfortable navigating

them, making learning a key driver of paradoxical thinking.

Together, these findings provide a rich picture of how paradoxical thinking becomes
embedded as an organizational capability through interaction between training,
routines, structure, and culture. Furthermore, these findings offer insight into how

companies can learn to navigate conflicting stakeholder demands more effectively.

5.2 Discussion

The findings of this study offer important insights into how organizations manage
stakeholder tensions through paradoxical thinking as dynamic capability. They illustrate

how this capability is not only shaped by individual cognition, butis embedded in
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broader organizational routines, structures and values. In the following paragraphs the

findings are interpreted in the light of the earlier introduced theoretical concepts.

From the perspective of the Stakeholder Theory (Feeman, 1984), this research confirms
that managing conflicting stakeholder tensions require more than simply identifying
stakeholder groups. It requires the capacity to engage with conflicting stakeholder
interest simultaneously, without defaulting to one or compromising the other. The
empirical findings show that organizations that are aware of stakeholder tensions are
better able to respond to them constructively when they treat them as recurring and
legitimate. This reflects the normative strand of Stakeholder Theory, which emphasizes
ethical responsibility and the intrinsic value of stakeholders (Donaldson & Preston,
1995). In practice, this often involves transparency and dialogue to account for

competing stakeholder demands.

Through the lens of Paradox Theory, this study provides a deeper understanding of how
paradoxical thinking operates at the organizational level. Previous studies have primarily
focused on paradoxical thinking as an individual mindset (e.g., Miron-Spektor et al.,
2018 & Schad et al., 2016), but this research shows how the capability is enacted
collectively. Organizations do not only take into account the cognitive skills of
employees to deal with paradoxes. They build structures, routines, and cultures that
allow employees to work through them. Examples include decision frameworks that
permit escalation, stakeholder weighing sessions and cultures that promote open
discussion. These findings extend Paradox Theory by operationalizing what it means to
experience paradoxes through everyday practices, rather than treating paradoxical

thinking as a purely psychological trait.

In relation to the Dynamic Capabilities framework, this study shows how paradoxical
thinking can be understood as a dynamic capability that helps firms respond to
changing stakeholder demands in uncertain environments. Dynamic capabilities involve
sensing, seizing and transforming (Teece, 2007). Paradoxical thinking supports all three.
It helps organizations sense tensions between stakeholders, seize opportunities by
creatively navigating contradictions and transform internal routines to accommodate

future stakeholder expectations. This positions paradoxical thinking as a key component
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of dynamic capabilities, particularly relevant in stakeholder sensitive sectors such as

leasing, recruitment and healthcare.

An important nuance is that paradoxical thinking is not enacted through systems alone.
The findings show that in both small and large firms, interpersonal trust, openness and
cultural values were often more important than formal systems in enabling paradoxical
behavior. This implies a boundary condition for dynamic capabilities. Technical systems
alone do not guarantee the enactment of paradoxical thinking in the organization. It

must be supported by a culture that invites reflection, dialogue and flexibility.

Lastly, this study nuance prior work by showing that paradoxical thinking can also
emerge from the interaction between multiple organizational building blocks. For
example, managerial systems gain paradoxical value when paired with openness. Skills
become effective in teams where managers actively supported employees in applying
what they had learned. These findings align with and extend Leonard-Barton’s (1992)
framework by showing that dynamic capabilities are not only built from individual
resources, but from the integration of multiple dimensions of organizational

infrastructure and behavior.

5.3 Theoretical contributions

This research contributes to theory by deepening the understanding of how paradoxical
thinking functions not solely as an individual mindset, but as an organizational
capability enacted through coordinated structures, behaviors and cultural patterns.
While paradoxical thinking has been widely acknowledged as a valuable approach to
managing conflicting stakeholder demands in organizations (Smith & Lewis, 2011), prior
studies primarily focused on the cognitive level of individual employees (e.g., Miron-
Spektor et al., 2018). This study extends that literature by showing how paradoxical
thinking is collectively developed and practiced across teams, using the four building

blocks of organizational capabilities from Leonard-Barton (1992).

First, the study reveals how paradoxical thinking is shaped by the interaction of
organizational resources rather than one single element. Resources such as cultural
openness, stakeholder communication skills, managerial structures and learning

routines. This adds nuance to existing paradox theory by suggesting that paradoxical

42



thinking becomes a systematic capability when these building blocks are aligned. The
combination of formal decision frameworks (managerial systems) with informal
openness (norms & values) and the integration of soft skill development with feedback
culture, illustrate how the ability to manage tensions is constructed over time and

embedded in practice.

Second, the study uses the concept of dynamic capabilities primarily as an analytical
lens to interpret how organizations respond to stakeholder tensions. In line with Teece
and Pisano (1994), dynamic capabilities involve sensing, seizing and reconfiguring in
response to complexity and change. This research shows how paradoxical thinking
aligns with these phases. Particularly in how firms recognize tensions, generate creative
responses and adapt their internal routines. While the study does not offer a theoretical
contribution to dynamic capabilities literature, it illustrates how paradoxical thinking can
be embedded in dynamic routines to deal with conflicting stakeholder demands in

practice.

Third, this study contributes to stakeholder theory by offering a practice-based view of
how firms manage competing stakeholder demands. While stakeholder theory
emphasizes the ethical and strategic relevance of attending to multiple stakeholders
(Donaldson & Preston, 1995; Freeman, 1984), it has said little about how organizations
do this in day-to-day operations. The findings reveal concrete practices such as
stakeholder weighing, escalation procedures, tailored decisions and conflict resolution
routines that help operationalize stakeholder complexity. This helps fill a gap between
stakeholder theory’s ethical assumptions and the practical work of navigating

conflicting stakeholder interests.

Finally, by integrating balance and capability as emergent codes, this research
contributes methodologically by uncovering how paradoxical thinking is not limited to
isolated stakeholder conflicts. Instead, it also emerges through everyday routines, such
as reflection meetings, escalation paths and “bilas”, that help employees make sense of
tensions over time. These codes highlight that paradoxical thinking is not just reactive,
but can be deliberately built into organizational routines. For researchers, this opens up
new avenues to study contradictions not only as cognitive dilemmas, but as practices
that organizations develop, embed and refine through learning and practices.
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5.4 Managerial implications

This study provides important insights for organizations aiming to manage confliction
stakeholder demands more effectively. While managers play a central role in enabling
paradoxical thinking through leadership, structure and culture, the findings show that
this capability must be embedded across all levels of the organization. Paradoxical
thinking is not a skill limited to senior staff. [t emerges from the interaction of systems,
shared norms and employee behavior throughout the company. The implications below
therefore apply not only to managers, but to organizational designers, team leads and

policy developers involved in capability building.

First, organizations should systematically invest in developing soft skills that relate to
stakeholder management, such as listening, empathy and communication. These skills
were consistently highlighted across interviews as essential for dealing with conflicting
interests. Organizations that supported these skills, created teams that were better
equipped to recognize and work with tensions instead of avoiding them through training

or peer learning.

Second, organizations should actively foster a culture of openness and psychological
safety that supports paradoxical thinking. Leadership plays a vital role in this by
modeling desired behaviors. For instance, by encouraging open conversations about
stakeholder tensions and showing that surfacing dilemmas is valued, not punished. To
embed this mindset more broadly, organizations should implement practical routines
such as team retrospectives, open door policies and structured escalation processes.
These create shared norms where raising concerns becomes part of daily practice. One
effective approach shared by respondents involved team leads explicitly inviting
reflection on recent stakeholder dilemmas during meetings, helping teams learn
collectively form complex situations. By aligning leadership behavior with cultural
routines, organizations can strengthen the norms & values that make paradoxical

thinking possible across all levels.

Third, while many organizations rely on systems such as CRM, compliance tools, or
credit databases, these systems only support paradoxical thinking effectively when they

are integrated, accessible and supported by human judgement. In several cases,
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employees preferred to consult colleagues rather than use fragmented or complex
systems. This does not mean the systems are redundant, but rather that their
effectiveness depends on how well they are embedded into daily practices.
Organizations should therefore focus on improving the usability and integration of these
tools, while also encouraging informal coordination and reflective routines. For example,
documenting past decisions involving conflicting stakeholder interests or discussing
such dilemmas during team meetings can help bridge the gap between formal systems

and practical decision making.

Finally, organizations should treat stakeholder tensions as recurring learning
opportunities rather than problems to resolve once and for all. Rather than relying on
one-off reflection, organizations are encouraged to embed iterative learning routines in
their daily operations. Several companies in this study regularly revisited past
stakeholder dilemmas through team discussions, retrospectives or decision
evaluations. These moments of reflections allowed teams to identify patterns, adjust
their approaches and strengthen their ability to navigate future tensions. When leaders
normalize these practices, they signal that stakeholder tensions are not only expected,
but are valuable moment for growth. Over time, this builds an organizational mindset
where handling tensions well is viewed as a key professional skill and a driver of

continuous improvement.

5.5 Limitations

Like any qualitative study, this research has a number of limitations that should be
considered when interpreting the findings. First, this research contained a small number
of cases and interviews. Although the received information gave rich insights, twelve
interviews across five cases limits the generalizability of the results. The emphasis is on

understanding rather than statistical conclusions.

Second, the diversity of roles, industries and company sizes increase the variation in
experience and strengthen the analytical insights. At the same time, this diversity means
that it cannot be proven with certainty that the results of a case can be generalized to an

entire sector.
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Third, the use of self-reported interviews means the data is based on how respondents
perceive and describe their organization’s routines. While multiple interviews per case
and thematic coding increased the reliability of the analysis, there is always the
possibility of selective memory. The researches received only from two respondents
internal documents that confirm parts of their story. The lack of observation or
triangulation with internal documents limits the ability to confirm whether routines are

applied consistently in practice.

Lastly, the research followed an abductive approach, combining theoretical guidance
with open thematic coding. While this approach helped connect theory to practice and
allowed new insights to emerge, it also relies on the researcher’s interpretation.
Different researchers may have coded or clustered the data differently. For the sake of
time, but at the same time to code critically. The researchers who conducted the
interviews together, compared two separately coded documents with each other and
critically discussed the differences with each other and then coded the other interviews

with that critical eye.

Despite these limitations, the research offers a transparent, well-grounded view of how
paradoxical thinking is enacted in real organizational context. The limitations also
provide several starting points for future research, which are discussed in the next

section.

5.6 Directions for future research

During the research and peer sessions, several topics for future research emerged. First,
while research focused on medium and large organizations, it would be valuable to
explore how smaller companies without formal structures or extensive training develop
or compensate for paradoxical thinking. This could reveal different dynamics in how

tensions are managed in more informal or entrepreneurial settings.

Another future research could deepen the analysis of how specific combinations of
building blocks contribute to paradoxical thinking such as norms & values with skills &
knowledge. A more focused research could help identify which combinations are most

effective in different contexts or industries.
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Additionally, follow-up research could include mixed methods or more in-depth case
studies that combine interviews with observations and internal documentation. This
would offer a fuller picture of how routines are applied in practice and help verify

whether paradoxical thinking is sustained over time.

Furthermore, future research could investigate paradoxical thinking in relation to
performance outcomes, such as innovation, profitability or adaptability. This could help

move the concept from a theoretical ideal to a measurable drive of value.

Finally, while this research focused on stakeholder tensions in general, future studies
might examine specific types of paradoxes (e.g., profit vs purpose, short-term vs. long-
term) and how organizations tailor their capabilities to address them. This would refine
the understanding of how paradoxical thinking operates across different strategic

tensions.
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Appendix A

Interview guide

Interview guide

The purpose of this section is to understand the respondent’s role within the
organization. It also offers an opportunity to explain the aim of the research and assess
the respondent’s familiarity with key concepts. The focus is on the respondent’s
background and relevant demographic characteristics (e.g., age, years in the company,
company size). Keep in mind that the primary focus of this interview is on the four
building blocks and how they are dynamic capabilities.

Introduction for the respondent

Dear [name], thank you for participating in this interview for my master’s thesis at the
Radboud University. In this conversation, | would like to explore how your organization
handles tensions between different stakeholders (examples: regulators, customers, or
employees), particularly in situations where their interests or expectations are not
aligned. The interview will focus on concrete experiences and how you organization has
dealt with such situations in practice.

Section 1: context and background:
o Could you briefly describe your role within the organization?

o Canyou recall a recent situation in which your team or company faced conflicting
demands from stakeholders?

- What was the situation and who were the stakeholders involved?

- What were the differing needs or expectations?

Section 2: Technical systems:

. Are there any specific systems, methods, or frameworks your organization uses
to manage such tensions? (Examples: CRM systems, project management software,
communication tools. Only mention if the respondent does not understand the
question.)

- What do these systems look like?

- In what ways did the system help address the stakeholder tension you described?
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- How often is the system actually used across the organization?
- How accessible and transparent are these systems?

. Are here any other systems, methods, frameworks, tools, or techniques that
come to mind?

Section 3: Managerial systems:

o Does your organization use any specific management tools, techniques, or
systems to deal with types of tensions you described?

- Where there any formal guidelines or instructions from leaders to help manage
such tensions?

. What do these tools, techniques, or guidelines look like?

o How do these systems help you share your experience in the organization
o How were key decisions made during this process?

o Were these systems actually used in practice?

- Could you share an example?

Section 4: Skills & Knowledge:

o What skills, knowledge, or prior experiences helped you (or your team) deal with
the situation you described?

- How do these look like in practice?
- How do they help?

o Did you have any relevant training or background that supported you in managing
these tensions?

- How did training or background contribute?

- How do these training programs look like? (Ask for examples and how they
correspond with navigating tensions)

. Are there specific skills that your organization considers especially valuable for
dealing with stakeholder tensions?

Section 5: Norms & Values:
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o What values or principles guide your organization when dealing with stakeholder
tensions?

o In what ways did the organization’s culture or shared norms influence how you
responded to the situation?

What do those norms and values look like in practice?

. In this specific case, were there any unwritten rules that shaped your decision-
making?

- Can you describe them?
- How do they support your decision-making?
- Canyou provide an example?

o How do these norms and values interact with the systems or tools you mentioned
earlier?

- Canyou provide examples?

Section 6: Closing questions:

o Of all the things discussed, what do you consider most important when it comes
to managing tensions between stakeholders? Can you elaborate on your answer?

o What was the final outcome of your described example?
- Were you satisfied with the outcome? (Ask for substantiation)

o Do the organization’s culture, systems, and employee skills complement each
other in practice?

- Could you give an example?

Wrap-up:

o Do you have final questions, remarks, or other insights you want to share?
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Appendix B

Respondent consent form

INFORMATIE OVER HET STAKEHOLDER TENSION ONDERZOEK

Inleiding

U bent uitgenodigd voor een wetenschappelijk onderzoek van de Radboud
Universiteit.

U krijgt eerst uitleg over het onderzoek.

Waarover gaat het onderzoek?

Dit onderzoek richt zich op hoe organisaties omgaan

met stakeholder tensions—situaties waarin verschillende
belanghebbenden tegenstrijdige verwachtingen of eisen hebben.

Mag ik stoppen?

U mag voor het onderzoek stoppen. U mag tijdens het onderzoek stoppen.

U hoeft niet te vertellen waarom u stopt.

U hoeft geen vragen te beantwoorden waar u liever geen antwoord op geeft.

U kunt tot twee weken na deelname aan het onderzoek uw onderzoeksgegevens
laten verwijderen.

Dat doet u door een e-mailbericht te sturen naar Joost Derks

Wat gaan we doen met uw verhaal/ingevulde vragenlijst?
Een onderzoeker gaat naar de opnames luisteren en alles
opschrijven. Opnames worden erna gewist.

Op papier krijgt u een verzonnen naam.

Dit is zodat niemand zal weten dat u meegedaan hebt aan het onderzoek.

De opnames en notities worden bewaard op de beveiligde computers van de Radboud
Universiteit, volgens de regels van de universiteit.

We maken een lijst met deelnemers en verzonnen namen.

Zo kunnen we hog contact met u opnemen voor vragen.

De lijst wordt met een wachtwoord beschermd.

Alleen de onderzoekers van het directe onderzoeksteam hebben toegang.

De notities worden ook gebruikt voor wetenschappelijke artikelen en presentaties.
De aantekeningen blijven tien jaar lang opgeslagen. Dat moet

volgens de wetenschappelijke regels.

De lijst met deelnemers en verzonnen hamen wordt aan het eind van het onderzoek
gewist.

Ethische toetsing en klachten
Eris gekeken of het onderzoek eerlijk en met respect wordt uitgevoerd.

Als u klachten heeft, dan kunt u altijd contact opnemen met de
hoofdonderzoeker.
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Ook kunt u een klacht indienen bij de vertrouwenspersonen die moeten zorgen
dat alles op de universiteit eerlijk verloopt (vertrouwenspersonen@ru.nl).

Als u vragen of klachten heeft over het gebruik van uw persoonsgegevens, is
het slim om deze eerst te bespreken met het onderzoeksteam.

U kunt ook contact opnemen met de persoon die verantwoordelijk is voor uw
privacy, de Functionaris Gegevensbescherming van Radboud Universiteit
(mijnprivacy@ru.nl).

Of u kunt een klacht indienen bij de Autoriteit Persoonsgegevens.

Heeft u vragen over het onderzoek?
Uw vragen mag u mailen naar Joost Derks.

Contactgegevens Joost Derks:
Het email adres is:
Telefoonnummer:

Het onderzoeksteam:
Joost Derks, Joris van Oldenbeek, Paul Driessen

Toestemming

Ik heb uitleg gekregen over het doel van het onderzoek.

Ik heb vragen mogen stellen over het onderzoek.

Ik doe vrijwillig mee aan het onderzoek.

Ik begrijp dat ik op elk moment tijdens het onderzoek mag stoppen als ik dat wil.
Ik begrijp hoe de gegevens van het onderzoek bewaard zullen worden.

Ik begrijp waarvoor de gegevens gebruikt zullen worden.

Ik doe mee aan het onderzoek zoals het staat beschreven in het informatiedocument.
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Ik geef ook toestemming voor (aankruisen wat van toepassing is):
Ja Nee

O O maken van [geluids-] opnames

Naam deelnemer:
Datum:

Handtekening:

Naam onderzoeker:
Datum:

Handtekening:
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Appendix C
Examples of Al-generated prompts used during writing;:
“What is a more scientific word for...”
“Can you convert this citation to APA format”
“Does this paragraph contain any grammar or spelling mistakes?”
“What are suitable synonyms for this term?”
“Canyou explain this argument more clearly?”

“What would be a better structure for this paragraph?"
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