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Abstract
This study aimed to design a comprehensive and context-specific model for understanding,

developing, and implementing paradoxical leadership in Iranian organizations to effectively
address increasing complexity and contradictory demands. A qualitative exploratory design
using Strauss and Corbin’s grounded theory approach was adopted. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 12 leadership experts, including senior managers,
university professors, and researchers. Open, axial, and selective coding techniques were
applied to analyze the data until theoretical saturation was achieved. Triangulation and expert
validation ensured the rigor and credibility of the findings. The resulting paradigmatic model
consists of six core components: causal conditions (individual drivers, organizational contexts,
and environmental triggers); core phenomenon (dualistic ontology of leadership and integrative
competencies of paradoxical leaders); strategies (evolutionary stages including dialectical
awareness and acceptance, convergent-divergent strategic architecture, and feedback-driven
implementation); intervening conditions (systemic facilitators and barriers); contextual
conditions (obstacles to implementation); and consequences (organizational capability
enhancement, individual and collective empowerment, and potential adverse heterogeneity).
Paradoxical leadership is a dynamic, multifaceted construct shaped by the interplay of personal
attributes, organizational factors, and environmental forces. The proposed model offers a
robust theoretical and practical framework for Iranian leaders to harness organizational
contradictions, foster innovation and adaptability, and avoid the negative impacts of poorly
managed paradoxical leadership.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Organizations today operate in environments characterized by unprecedented levels of complexity,
uncertainty, and rapid change. Traditional leadership approaches that rely on linear decision-making
or rigid hierarchies are increasingly insufficient to address contradictory demands, dynamic
stakeholder expectations, and simultaneous pressures for stability and innovation (Brughmans,
2023). Paradoxical leadership has emerged as a promising approach to meet these challenges by
enabling leaders to embrace and manage tensions rather than eliminate them. This leadership style
is defined as the ability to integrate seemingly opposing yet interrelated elements such as control
and empowerment, global adaptation and local responsiveness, and short-term performance and
long-term sustainability (Calic et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2015). By reframing contradictions as
opportunities for creativity and growth rather than as barriers, paradoxical leaders foster resilience
and adaptive performance among employees (Tan et al., 2024).
Although the positive potential of paradoxical leadership has been well documented in global
scholarship, including its association with creativity (Khan et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2022),
organizational citizenship behavior (Pan, 2021), and ambidexterity (Pearce & van Knippenberg, 2024),
the concept remains underexplored in many cultural contexts. Most prior studies have been
conducted in Western or East Asian settings and have not adequately considered how unique
cultural and organizational structures influence paradoxical leadership (Lee et al., 2023). Iranian
organizations, for instance, operate in an environment marked by hybrid cultural norms, bureaucratic
legacies, and strong social ties, while also confronting intense competition, economic turbulence,
and digital transformation (Damghanian et al., 2020; Mousavi, 2023). These contextual dynamics
heighten the need for leaders capable of simultaneously maintaining stability and encouraging
innovation. However, the absence of a comprehensive and culturally relevant framework leaves
many Iranian leaders without clear guidance for navigating such paradoxes (Ghorbani et al., 2023).
Recent research also highlights critical knowledge gaps in the literature. First, while there is
recognition that paradoxical leadership is multi-dimensional, few studies have systematically
articulated its underlying ontology and the competencies required for its successful practice (Pearce
et al., 2023; Sparr, 2018). Second, although previous works have identified some antecedents and
outcomes, there is limited integration of these elements into a unified model that explains both how
paradoxical leadership emerges and what consequences it generates (Batool et al., 2023; Shehata et
al., 2023). Third, the potential negative effects of paradoxical leadership, such as confusion or
internal conflict when paradoxes are poorly managed, have been understudied (Shehata et al., 2023).
To address these gaps, this study aims to design a paradigmatic, contextually grounded model of
paradoxical leadership for Iranian organizations, offering both theoretical refinement and practical
guidance.
Methods and Materials
This research employed a qualitative exploratory design based on Strauss and Corbin’s grounded
theory methodology. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 12 leadership
experts, including senior executives, university faculty members, and researchers with extensive
experience in organizational leadership and development. Participants were purposefully selected
and recruited through snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was reached. The interview
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protocol was designed from a thorough review of the paradoxical leadership literature and refined
through expert validation. Interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed through three phases
of coding: open, axial, and selective. Data credibility was enhanced through triangulation of interview
insights with document analysis, member checks with participants, and peer debriefing. Analytical
rigor was further ensured by applying criteria such as coherence, reflexivity, and criticality throughout
the coding process.

Findings

The analysis led to the development of a paradigmatic model of paradoxical leadership composed
of six interconnected components: causal conditions, the core phenomenon, strategies, intervening
conditions, contextual conditions, and consequences.

Causal conditions were categorized into three groups. Individual drivers included emotional
intelligence, cognitive and behavioral flexibility, tolerance for ambiguity, resilience, and the ability to
transform challenges into opportunities. Organizational enablers comprised flexible and matrix
structures, an open culture tolerant of diverse perspectives, and the need for distributed leadership
across hierarchical levels. Environmental triggers involved technological disruption, economic and
political volatility, competitive intensity, and workforce diversity.

The core phenomenon of paradoxical leadership was conceptualized through two dimensions. The
first was dualistic ontology, reflecting leaders’ ability to adopt a worldview that sees contradictions
as natural and generative. This ontology was operationalized through themes such as intelligent
blending of opposites, trans-oppositional mindset, and situational adaptability. The second was
integrative competencies, encompassing practical skills such as engineering dynamic balance
among conflicting forces, sustaining constructive ambiguity, creative systemic thinking, and multi-
layered communication diplomacy to align diverse stakeholders.

The model identified strategies as a developmental process consisting of three evolutionary stages.
Dialectical awareness and acceptance marked the starting point, where leaders recognize and
embrace organizational tensions. Convergent-divergent strategic architecture followed, focusing
on designing actionable solutions that integrate opposing goals and resources. Finally, feedback-
driven implementation involved engaging employees in the process, collecting continuous
feedback, and iteratively refining actions to ensure alignment and learning.

Intervening conditions encompassed systemic facilitators such as leadership development
programs, psychological safety, and constructive feedback mechanisms, as well as barriers like lack
of top management support, unclear strategic goals, and rigid hierarchies.

Contextual conditions revealed deeper cultural and structural challenges, including cognitive-
perceptual confusion among employees when facing contradictory signals, identity resistance to
change, and rigid bureaucratic cultures that inhibit flexibility and experimentation.

Finally, the consequences of paradoxical leadership were shown to be multi-faceted. On the positive
side, organizations experienced greater innovation, adaptability, and decision-making balance, while
employees benefited from enhanced motivation, trust, collaboration, and critical thinking. However,
if poorly implemented, paradoxical leadership could also lead to increased ambiguity, internal
conflict, loss of organizational focus, and diminished trust in leadership.

Discussion and Conclusion

The model developed in this study offers an integrative and context-sensitive framework for
understanding paradoxical leadership and its dynamics. It advances theory by bridging disparate
strands of prior research into a coherent whole, emphasizing that paradoxical leadership is not
merely a set of behaviors but is underpinned by a deep philosophical orientation toward complexity
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and contradiction. This insight expands upon earlier conceptualizations that focused primarily on
observable leader actions (Calic et al., 2019; Sparr et al., 2015). By articulating the dualistic ontology
of leaders and specifying the competencies necessary for effective paradox navigation, this work
deepens our understanding of the inner cognitive and emotional capacities required for success in
paradoxical contexts (Tan et al., 2024).

The staged strategies identified in this study also provide a practical roadmap for leadership
development, complementing prior calls for process-oriented approaches (Khan & Ullah, 2025;
Pearce & van Knippenberg, 2024). By framing paradoxical leadership as an evolutionary journey—
from awareness and acceptance to strategic integration and feedback-based refinement—the model
highlights that this capability can be systematically cultivated rather than assumed to be innate.
Furthermore, the explicit consideration of systemic facilitators and barriers underscores that
paradoxical leadership is not an isolated individual endeavor but an organizational capability
requiring cultural and structural support (Ghorbani et al., 2023; Kundi et al., 2023).

Importantly, this research contributes to a more nuanced understanding of paradoxical leadership
outcomes by recognizing both its potential benefits and risks. While prior studies largely emphasized
positive effects such as creativity and performance (Khan et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2022), the present
findings highlight the possibility of confusion, employee anxiety, and loss of organizational coherence
when paradoxes are poorly communicated or unsupported. Acknowledging these risks provides a
balanced and realistic perspective that can inform leadership training and organizational policy
(Batool et al., 2023; Shehata et al., 2023).

For practice, the model provides actionable guidance for organizations seeking to harness
paradoxical leadership. It suggests focusing on leader mindset development, designing flexible
structures and inclusive cultures, and implementing robust feedback systems. At the same time,
leaders should be aware of the cognitive and emotional strain paradoxes can create and prepare
strategies to maintain clarity and psychological safety.

In conclusion, this study addresses a significant gap in the leadership literature by developing a
paradigmatic, culturally attuned model of paradoxical leadership for the Iranian context. The findings
underscore that paradoxical leadership is a dynamic, multi-dimensional process shaped by the
interplay of personal capacities, organizational systems, and environmental forces. By integrating
global theory with local insights, the research enhances both scholarly understanding and practical
application, providing leaders with a comprehensive roadmap for turning organizational
contradictions into drivers of innovation, resilience, and sustainable performance.
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