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Abstract 
In the field of management, “paradox” is “long interdependent and contra-
dictory elements”, paradoxical leadership is a leadership style in which man-
agers adopt contradictory but interconnected behaviors to satisfy the needs of 
organizational structure and the needs of employees’ work. This new style of 
leadership breaks the traditional management perspective of “choosing one of 
the two”, focuses on “both”, seeks unity in contradiction, and plays a syner-
gistic effect of contradiction, which is more useful for resolving various fric-
tions and differences in the organization. Through combing the literature, 
this paper introduces in detail the origin, concept, and measurement of pa-
radoxical leadership, compiles the research framework of antecedent and 
outcome variables of paradoxical leadership, puts forward the future research 
direction of paradoxical leadership based on the existing research, suggests 
suggestions for the further improvement of paradoxical leadership related re-
search, and provides the direction of the future focus of paradoxical leader-
ship research. 
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1. Introduction 

In the VUCA era, i.e. under the influence of volatility, uncertainty, complexity 
and ambiguity, organizations naturally need to face a series of differences of 
opinion, such as the contradiction between implementing change and main-
taining stability, the need for sustainable development or focusing on short-term 
economic benefits, and the need to give financial support or care for the psy-
chological needs of employees, financial support to employees or caring for their 
psychological needs, and so on (Zhang et al., 2012). These seemingly contradic-
tory but interdependent phenomena are called “paradoxes” (Smith & Lewis, 
2011). In an environment of increasing complexity in the external environment 
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and intense internal conflict, management practices face many challenges 
(Zhang, Waldman, Ha, & Li, 2015). Therefore, how leaders can effectively man-
age these conflicts and tensions during unpredictable management practices has 
become a central issue for researchers and practitioners to address. How leaders 
can optimize individual behaviour by fostering positive, adaptive and proactive 
employee behaviour for personal and business development has become an im-
portant factor in sustainable organizational development (Luo, Hu, & Zhong, 
2017). Managers in complex environments need to improve their resilience and 
master how to comfortably cope with the conflicting demands of complex envi-
ronments, and paradoxical leadership has emerged (Tan, Hao, Yang, & Song, 
2020). 

Paradoxical leadership has been found to be ambivalent and flexible, and is a 
behaviour that balances contradictions and close links in dealing with supe-
rior-subordinate relationships, work decision-making and execution, power dis-
tribution and work climate construction (Xiong, Yu, & Chen, 2022). Under the 
influence of Eastern culture, researchers have been influenced by the Chinese 
concept of “yin yang” and believe that paradoxes always occur and everything 
exists, and every moment and everything are related to the paradox. Traditional 
Chinese management thinking helps organizations and societies to accept para-
dox and provides an important cultural background for the emergence of para-
doxical leadership in organizations. Zhang et al. (2015), who first proposed “pa-
radoxical leadership”, stated that paradoxical leadership is the practice of man-
agers adopting contradictory but interconnected behaviors to satisfy the needs of 
organizational structures and employees’ work. To meet the needs of organiza-
tional structure and employee work, the traditional “obedience” approach to lea-
dership is not a good idea. The traditional “all-or-nothing” leadership style cannot 
meet the dynamic needs of the organization; paradoxical leadership, which fo-
cuses on “unity of opposites”, is more useful for resolving frictions and disa-
greements in the organization (He, Liu, & Luan, 2020; Zhu, Zhang, Liao, & 
Wang, 2019). The paradoxical leadership focusing on “unity of opposites” is 
more useful for resolving frictions and differences in the organization. In man-
agement research and practice, corporate executives are faced with demands that 
are contrary to normalized development, and the implementation of paradoxical 
management methods is an effective measure to reconcile and resolve conflicts, 
as well as to fully mobilize resources and resolve conflicts (Smith & Lewis, 2011), 
and is also an important means of fully mobilizing resources and improving 
management. Paradoxical leadership is a combination of paradox theory and 
leadership style theory to resolve various conflicts that arise in organizational 
development in a turbulent environment (Chen, 2008), with the aim of enabling 
companies to think dialectically and respond positively in response to external 
dynamic and complex changes (Shook, 2003). Different subjects in the organiza-
tion have different interests and needs, ideas will collide, contradictions and 
conflicts will arise, in which how to weigh in order to make the interests of all 
parties to be balanced, to meet the needs of different groups of people, this is an 
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important test for leaders. Paradoxical leadership examines the situation, based 
on individual cognition and organizational characteristics, breaks the manage-
ment idea of “choosing one or the other”, and deals with paradoxical issues and 
organizational problems with the management thinking of “both” (Tierney, 
2003). It helps managers to think dialectically, to find a balance between contra-
dictions, and to achieve the result of “both-and” (Mcmanus, 2008). On the one 
hand, paradoxical leadership is a good way of dealing with paradoxes and or-
ganizational problems. On the one hand, although paradoxical leaders are 
strict in their treatment of subordinates, they will also consider differentiation, 
understand the flaws and strengths of their employees, and leave room for 
mistakes. In dealing with the work, give employees full autonomy and appro-
priate authorization, but also grasp the progress of the work and the right to 
decide; on the other hand, in dealing with the relationship between subordinates 
do not express too much superiority and strong hierarchical concept, and em-
ployees to maintain an appropriate distance, to achieve equality and respect. 
Paradoxical leadership emphasizes “both/and”, and at the same time takes into 
account elements that seem to be either/or but are also interdependent, and 
demonstrates the role of coordination and balance in dealing with conflicts 
(Zhang & Han, 2019). Paradoxical Leadership Paradoxical leadership is like 
flying a kite on a string, the leader knows the right distance and scale, sometimes 
tight and sometimes loose, so that employees can give full play to their strengths 
under the rules and regulations of the organization, put forward ideas and sug-
gestions, think positively about the work of the difficult problems, and take 
measures to improve the work of their own initiative, resulting in more proac-
tive prospective behaviour to promote the development of the individual and the 
organization. 

However, as a new type of leadership behaviour influenced by traditional 
Chinese philosophical thinking, there is a lack of systematic reviews on the topic 
of paradoxical leadership. In view of this, this paper systematically reviews and 
evaluates the research on paradoxical leadership, summarizes and analyses the 
logical system of the current research, constructs the overall framework of the 
research, and points out the direction of future research. 

2. Paradoxical Leadership Connotation and Measurement 

1) The meaning of paradoxical leadership 
The concept of paradox originated in the field of philosophy and has gradually 

come into the research landscape of organizational management in the last two 
decades (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Paradox, denotes contradictory but interrelated 
elements, elements that seem logical in isolation, but make no sense and are ir-
rational when they occur together (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Paradoxes are consi-
dered to be widespread in Tension (Tension) relationships that run in opposite 
directions and interact with each other, such as Black and White, Positive and 
Negative, Control and Empowerment, reflecting the degree of contradiction be-
tween opposing elements (Smith & Lewis, 2011). In the field of management, 
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“paradox” is defined as “elements that are permanently interdependent and 
contradictory”. Based on previous research, scholars represented by Lewis and 
Smith formally proposed paradox theory based on the organizational model sys-
tem of dynamic equilibrium (Hua et al., 2022). In the Eastern context, scholars 
drew on the philosophy of yin and yang in traditional Chinese culture as well as 
the Eastern mode of thinking, arguing that paradox is ubiquitous and that socie-
ties and organizations are capable of accepting paradox naturally. This provides 
a powerful cultural context for the emergence of paradoxical leadership styles in 
organizations. Zhang et al. (2015) proposed “paradoxical leadership” for the first 
time by combining Western leadership philosophy and Eastern yin and yang 
philosophy, which refers to a leader who adopts seemingly contradictory but in-
terrelated behaviors in order to satisfy structural and subordinate work demands 
in the same or different time periods. Collecting and collating the relevant stu-
dies on paradoxical leadership in foreign WOS (Web of Science Core Collec-
tion) and Chinese CSSCI database (Chinese social sciences citation index), we 
found that Zhang et al.’s (2015) study is the first empirical study on paradoxi-
cal leadership, pointing out that holistic thinking and integrated leadership are 
the most important factors for paradoxical leadership. Complexity has an ef-
fect on paradoxical leadership, organizational structure has little effect on pa-
radoxical leadership, and paradoxical leadership has a positive effect on moti-
vational and adaptive behaviors. Chinese scholars Liu Shantang and Luo Jin-
lian began their research on paradoxical leadership’s ability to cope in complex 
environments and the mechanism of influence on team innovation in 2015. 
After this other scholars in China also began to explore the role of paradoxical 
leadership style in influencing the positive behaviour of different types of em-
ployees. 

Unlike the Western analytical approach of “either/or” or the Western dialec-
tical approach that tries to reconcile opposites, paradox theory considers the 
problem from the perspective of “both/and”, i.e., “both and both”. Paradoxes are 
considered from a “both/and” perspective, emphasizing the connection between 
paradoxical dualities and the possibility of their co-existence and wholeness. 
While the Western “either/or” analytical approach assumes that strict control 
and flexible autonomy are compatible and that managers can only choose one or 
the other, paradoxical thinking based on the yin and yang philosophy can in-
spire managers to achieve long-term control by continuously granting em-
ployees the discretion to change the rules (Zhang et al., 2015). The traditional 
“choose one and follow the other” leadership approach is difficult to meet the 
dynamic needs of employees, organizations and the external environment; a 
leadership approach that emphasizes “dialectical unity”, i.e., leadership beha-
viors that appear to be competitive but are in fact united to meet the competing 
needs of organizations and employees, is more conducive to coping with various 
conflicts and contradictions in organizations. The paradoxical leadership is dif-
ferent from the traditional paradoxical leadership. Paradoxical leadership is dif-
ferent from traditional leadership theories, it integrates paradox theory and lea-
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dership style theory, and is a supplement and extension of existing leadership 
styles (Li, 2021). Paradoxical leadership is the ability to break through the “ei-
ther/or” thinking and turn to the “both/and” approach to solve paradoxical 
problems based on individual cognition and organizational contextual characte-
ristics (Xiong, Yu, & Chen, 2022). As the complexity and uncertainty of the en-
vironment increase, leaders not only need to flexibly shift their leadership style 
according to the situation, but also need to use integrated thinking to handle and 
coordinate conflicts within and outside the organization simultaneously with a 
more open and inclusive mindset. 

Zhang et al., based on the Oriental Yin-Yang philosophy, define the meaning 
of paradoxical leadership as a leadership style that looks at problems from the 
perspective of the unity of opposites and applies the paradoxical thinking of 
“both” to satisfy the competing needs of the organization and its employees, and 
that deals with organizational problems in an integrated and dynamic synergistic 
way. There are also scholars who have defined the connotation of paradoxical 
leadership in different ways (Table 1). Although scholars have different views on 
the connotation of paradoxical leadership, in general, paradoxical leadership has 
three characteristics: firstly, it can tolerate the existence of paradoxical problems 
in the organization and see the tension caused by paradox as a way of keeping 
the organization alive; secondly, the leader will present an apparent contradic-
tion in dealing with problems in the organization; thirdly, it has cognitive and 
behavioral flexibility, and is capable of Thirdly, they are cognitively and behavi-
orally flexible and are able to shift their mindset and ways of working according 
to the needs of the organization. 

A review of existing research reveals that of the many leadership styles, Am-
bidextrous Leadership is the one that has more similar connotations to Paradox-
ical Leadership and a conceptual distinction is necessary. Ambidextrous Leader-
ship refers to the ability of managers to implement the two types of organizational  
 
Table 1. Summary of paradoxical leadership connotations. 

Scholar and year Paradoxical Leadership Connotation 

Kauppila & Tempelaar 
A leadership behaviour that combines high 
performance and high support 

Waldman & Bowen 
Leaders with self-complexity and emotion 
regulation traits are more able to identify and 
integrate contradictions 

Luo Jinlian et al. 
Simultaneous use of integrative and paradoxical 
thinking 

Zhang Tao (1642-1707), 
Chinese landscape painter and poet 

Demonstrate high performance expectations and 
strong management support to employees 

fig. parental (often maternal) love 
Leadership behaviors that pursue high 
performance while providing adequate support 
to employees 
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learning, Exploitation and Exploration, and their ability to flexibly switch be-
tween the two. Similar to Paradoxical Leadership, Dual Leadership takes note of 
the common element of dichotomous competition in organizational manage-
ment and explores leadership behaviors that rationally respond to the competi-
tive relationship, but there are also significant differences between the two 
(Table 2). 

2) Dimensions and measurement of paradoxical leadership 
Zhang et al. investigated two types of paradoxical leadership, in which people 

management developed a five-dimensional scale of paradoxical leadership by 
combining Eastern yin and yang philosophies with Western leadership theories, 
and Zhang et al. (2015) described paradoxical leadership behaviors as five di-
mensions using “both”: combining egocentricity and other-centredness; main-
taining both distance and intimacy; treating subordinates equally while allowing 
for individuality; reinforcing work requirements while allowing for flexibility; 
and maintaining decision-making control while allowing for autonomy; with a 
total of 22 question items. While Zhang and Han (2019) classified paradoxical 
leadership for medium- and long-term corporate development into four dimen-
sions, the scale was developed from the CEO’s perspective through interviews 
with 25 executives of the company from the corporate development context. 
Jansen et al. (2016) argued that paradoxical leadership consists of a performance 
dimension and a support dimension, where the performance dimension focuses 
on the requirement of subordinates’ efficiency and behavioral constraints, and 
the support dimension focuses on subordinates’ co-participation and fairness 
and openness in decision-making (Table 3). 

From the existing research results, the measurement about paradoxical lea-
dership has been widely used by scholars, compared with these measurements, 
with their own characteristics. The more mature scales are Zhang et al.’s  
 

Table 2. Paradoxical leadership vs. dual leadership. 

Leadership 
style 

Dualistic 
character 

Theoretical perspective Spatial and temporal characteristics 

Paradoxical 
leadership 

Not 
necessarily in 
opposition to 

each other 

Based on Contingency Theory, Organizational 
Learning Theory and Dynamic Competency Theory, 
it emphasizes the need for leaders to flexibly balance 
and switch between different organizational learning 
modes (e.g. exploratory and exploitative) and 
different leadership styles 
(e.g. transformational and transactional leadership). 

Time and timing are particularly 
important for leadership behaviors, 
and dual leaders need the flexibility to 
adapt their leadership behaviors to 
rapidly changing organizational tasks, 
emphasizing the immediacy and 
non-linear nature of dual leadership 

dual leadership 
Clearly 

opposing 
elements 

Based on the Taoist philosophy of yin and yang and 
the theory of paradox, the opposing elements are 
regarded as an organic whole, emphasizing the 
characteristics of the elements that are both 
contradictory and interdependent, and exploring 
how to organically coordinate the opposing elements 

Examines normative leadership styles, 
emphasizing the underlying thinking 
and logic of leaders in responding to 
organizational conflict 
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Table 3. Paradoxical leadership dimensions and measurements. 

dimension (math.) element academia 

five-dimensional 
(22 items) 

Strict requirements for work, but can be flexible; maintain control of 
decision-making strategy, while allowing employees to enjoy a high degree 
of autonomy; treat subordinates equally, but allow individuality to be 
reflected; maintain both distant and close relationships with employees; 
adhere to the self-centred and other-centred organic integration 

Zhang et al. (2015) 

two-dimensional 
(12 items) 

Performance, support 
Jansen et al. (2016), 

Kauppila and Tempelaar (2016), 
Dynasty Hui (2018) 

four-dimensional 
(20 items) 

Maintaining organizational stability and flexibility, focusing on 
shareholders and the interests of all 
Off subjects, compliance and shaping collective forces in the environment, 
Maintaining short-term efficiency and long-term development 

Zhang and Han (2019) 

 
five-dimensional scale and Jansen et al.’s two-dimensional scale. The two dimen-
sional scale mainly measures the paradoxical leader’s performance requirements 
and support for employees, while the five-dimensional scale mainly measures the 
paradoxical leader’s strategies in transforming conflicts and dealing with compet-
ing demands. Compared to measuring the performance and support dimensions 
separately, the five-dimensional measure better reflects the paradoxical leader’s 
embrace of the opposing ends of the paradox. In addition, the five-dimensional 
measure was chosen from a Chinese sample, while the two-dimensional was 
from a foreign sample in a Western context, and the four-dimensional scale was 
studied on corporate executives. In comparison, the Paradoxical Leadership Be-
haviour Scale developed by Zhang et al. has been more widely used by scholars 
at home and abroad in empirical research due to its excellent measurement re-
liability and validity, and has gradually become the most authoritative scale in 
empirical research. 

3) Characteristics of Paradoxical Leadership 
Professor Peng Wei pointed out in his book that paradoxical leadership con-

tains three basic characteristics: first, inclusiveness, meaning that paradoxical 
leadership can accommodate the intricate and concurrent paradoxes in organi-
zational development with an open and tolerant mindset; second, contradiction, 
emphasizing that in the process of dealing with paradoxes, it is necessary to use 
seemingly opposing but interrelated leadership behaviors to satisfy the needs of 
the organizational structure and the subordinates in different situations; and 
third, flexibility, requiring that individual cognition can be subjectively trans-
formed between different modes of thinking while at the same time requiring 
individuals to be able to flexibly change their behaviors in accordance with 
changes in the social environment. It requires both that individual cognition can 
be subjectively transformed between different modes of thinking, and at the 
same time that individuals can flexibly change their behaviour according to 
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changes in the social environment and objectively adapt to the needs of organi-
zational development. 

3. Studies Related to Paradoxical Leadership 

By combing through the relevant literature, current research on paradoxical lea-
dership has achieved some results, but academic research on the topic is still in 
its infancy. 

1) Antecedent variables of paradoxical leadership 
Paradoxical leadership, as a new type of leadership style, did not mature un-

til Zhang et al. formally proposed it in 2015, after which scholars conducted 
empirical research on the antecedent and outcome variables of paradoxical 
leadership. Zhang et al. suggested that holistic thinking, integrative complexi-
ty, and organizational structure might act as antecedent variables for. Holistic 
thinking can integrate concrete things and the external environment together, 
and view things from a holistic direction, which makes it easier for leaders 
with holistic thinking to form paradoxical leadership; comprehensive com-
plexity can effectively identify differences and acknowledge the rationality of 
contradictions, and better balance the relationship between the contradictions, 
which is conducive to the formation of paradoxical leadership; organic organ-
izations don’t have standardized work and rules, which makes it easier to form 
a communicative and open working atmosphere, which is conducive to the 
formation of paradoxical leadership. Organic organizations, on the other hand, 
do not have standardized work and rules, and are more likely to develop a 
communicative and open working atmosphere, which focuses on the needs of 
the organization as well as the needs of the employees, and is therefore likely to 
have paradoxical leadership. In addition, she argues that extraversion and open-
ness in the Big Five personality can also be used as antecedent variables and have 
a positive influence on paradoxical leadership, while accountability and neuro-
ticism of superiors can negatively influence paradoxical leadership (She & Li, 
2017). 

2) Outcome variables of paradoxical leadership 
Research on paradoxical leadership influencing outcomes has received more 

attention from scholars than paradoxical leadership influencing factors. The 
main research involves employee work behaviour, performance, innovation, 
team and organizational innovation. A review of the literature reveals that the 
focus on individual employee behaviour and innovation is significantly better 
than the focus on organizational and team innovation. 

a) Individual level 
At the individual level, the main focus is to discuss the impact of paradoxical 

leadership on employees’ creativity, proactive behaviour and other variables. 
First, the impact on work behaviour. Zhang et al. (2015) pointed out that para-
doxical leadership significantly affects subordinates’ skilled, adaptive and proac-
tive work behaviors by instructing them to learn to embrace the objectively ex-
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isting contradictions in the enterprise and to achieve a balance between work 
requirements and autonomy. It has also been argued that paradoxical leader-
ship can positively influence employees’ facilitative and inhibitory constructive 
behaviors (Li, Yan, & Wang, 2018). On the other hand, Wang (2018) explored 
the effect of paradoxical leadership on employees’ dualistic behaviors using the 
sense of work prosperity and psychological security as the dual chain media-
tors to promote both. Sun (2020) used dual mediating variables to explore the 
relationship between paradoxical leadership and employee constructive beha-
viour. Research has explored the impact of paradoxical leadership on organi-
zational citizenship behaviors through the chain mediation of followers’ per-
ceptions of human feelings and overall sense of fairness and justice, using em-
ployees in southern and northern Chinese companies as research subjects. 
Tao, Wu, & Hu (2022) took a subordinate’s response perspective and argued 
that paradoxical leadership can positively influence employees to work hard 
and work smart, which can ultimately improve their creativity, illustrating the 
intrinsic impact of paradoxical leadership on employees. In the study of Peng 
and Li, (2018), it is stated that paradoxical leadership can promote proactive be-
haviour of employees. Secondly, the impact on job performance. She & Quan 
(2017) discuss the impact of paradoxical leadership on employee service per-
formance through the mediating role of leadership identity using hotel em-
ployees as the object of study, and concluded that paradoxical leadership posi-
tively affects employee service performance Paradoxical leadership positively 
affects employee service performance. Paradoxical leadership not only directly 
affects employee performance, but also positively affects job performance 
through work passion (Chu & Huang, 2020). Thirdly, it has an impact on in-
novation. Thirdly, it is the impact on innovation. Peng and Ma (2018) con-
structed a cross-level mediation model to investigate paradoxical leadership 
further influencing employee creativity through the role of external networks, 
and explored the moderating role of middle-of-the-road thinking. Paradoxical 
leadership can be mediated by stimulating employees’ innovative self-efficacy 
and passion for work (Su & Thunder, 2018), promoting employees’ job reinven-
tion behaviors, working hard and working smart, and enhancing employees’ 
creativity through the influence of the team’s external network. Liu, Xu and 
Zhang (2021) study states that increased creativity of individuals in an organiza-
tion will inevitably lead to the development of innovative behavior. Chen, and 
Yang, (2021) found that paradoxical leadership positively influences employees’ 
innovative behaviors through individual duality and also positively influences 
employees’ transgressive innovative behaviors through employees’ sense of psy-
chological security. 

b) Team level 
From the team level, paradoxical leadership has a facilitating effect on team 

innovation and creativity. Li et al. (2018) argued that paradoxical leadership can 
effectively resolve the paradoxical contradiction of “differentiation-integration” 
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in diversified teams, thus positively affecting team innovation. Luo Hu and 
Zhong (2017) discussed the facilitating effect of paradoxical leadership on team 
innovation through the mediating role of team dynamics based on innovation 
theory, social learning theory, and other theoretical foundations. Mammassis 
and Schmid (2018) argued that the interaction of power asymmetry and para-
doxical leadership is related to team agility and Wang (2019) empirically tested 
the positive relationship between paradoxical leadership and bimodal innova-
tion. Zhao (2021) explored the effect of paradoxical leadership on team creativity 
from the cognitive-emotional theory of personality system. Based on social cog-
nitive theory and experiential learning theory, Li (2021) examined the effect of 
paradoxical leadership on team innovation performance and provided ideas for 
improving team innovation ability. Li (2021) started from the aspect of how to 
achieve balance and enhance team efficacy, and explored the effect of paradoxi-
cal leadership on team efficacy through the mediating role of team psychological 
safety. Hua, Luo and Yan (2022) explored paradoxical leadership from the pers-
pective of knowledge-power transformation to promote team innovation 
through influencing the concentration of power, and then through the process of 
knowledge creation and integration stage. Peng and Ma (2018) found that para-
doxical leadership can influence team creativity through the strength of team 
network ties Han, Li, and Yang (2023) positively influenced team creativity 
through the chain mediating effects of team initiative and external knowledge 
search the study of Luo Jinlian et al. A study by Luo, Hua and Zhong (2015), 
demonstrated that that paradoxical leadership positively affects team innovation 
through knowledge integration and knowledge creation (Luo et al., 2015), team 
dynamics (Luo et al., 2017), and knowledge power concentration (Hua et al., 
2022), respectively. 

c) Organizational level 
At the organizational level, paradoxical leadership can have an effect on or-

ganizational performance, organizational innovation, organizational inertia, 
etc. Paradoxical leadership can effectively integrate contradictory needs and 
act as a role model, which has a significant impact on organizational binary 
innovation. Paradoxical leadership affects the degree of leadership admonition 
through ego depletion; paradoxical leadership also positively promotes corpo-
rate innovation performance through incremental and radical innovation ca-
pabilities. Zhang and Han (2019) confirmed that paradoxical leadership has an 
important propulsive effect on the enhancement of organizational research 
and development investment, market share, and company reputation, etc. Re-
search has examined the direct and indirect effects of paradoxical leadership 
behaviors on organizational inertia through the mediating role of workplace 
exclusion. Paradoxical leadership positively influences binary innovation in 
organizations through binary intellectual capital. Li Gang argues that para-
doxical leadership can positively influence organizational performance (Figure 
1). 
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Figure 1. A framework for integrating the current state of paradoxical leadership research. 

4. Research Outlook 

Literature review reveals that paradoxical leadership is based on the traditional 
Chinese idea of “yin-yang” and guides management practice with the manage-
ment idea of “both”, which is a useful exploration and supplement to the Chi-
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nese organizational context. The main contributions of this paper are: trying to 
sort out the origin of paradoxical leadership research, clarifying its conceptual 
connotation, and clarifying the object of research in this field through the analy-
sis of similar concepts; constructing a research framework of paradoxical lea-
dership by summarizing the important factors in the formation of paradoxical 
leadership as well as the role and effect of paradoxical leadership on the em-
ployees and other aspects of the organization; and finally proposing the direction 
of future research in view of the deficiencies of the existing research. This paper 
attempts to draw the attention of the domestic academic community to the re-
search field of paradoxical leadership, summarize and analyse the logical system 
of the current research, construct the overall framework of the research in this 
field, and at the same time provide guiding suggestions for the implementation 
of paradoxical leadership practice in enterprises and the development of para-
doxical leadership research in the Chinese context.  

At present, academic research on paradoxical leadership has achieved some 
results, but there are still some research gaps to be explored. 

First, further research is needed to refine the definition and measurement of 
the concept of paradoxical leadership. Paradoxical leadership is a relatively new 
type of leadership style that breaks away from the traditional “choose one or the 
other” management thinking and seeks balance and overall development by 
taking into account the interests of all parties. Paradoxical thinking emphasizes 
synergy through combining and coordinating opposing factors. Whether it’s 
“paradoxical leadership in people management” or “paradoxical leadership in 
long-term corporate development”, it adopts the concept of “both A and B” (A 
and B). Both adopt the unifying structure of “both A and B” (A and B are con-
tradictory and interdependent) to reflect the logic of “both and”. However, how 
does the structure of “both A and B” reflect the difference in intensity of “both”? 
It is worth pondering and continuing to explore. The most widely used measure 
of paradoxical leadership is the five-dimensional, 22-item scale developed by 
Zhang et al. 2015, which was selected from a Chinese organizational context as a 
research sample, and has relatively more items. In addition to the traditional 
static scale measurement, future research may consider dynamic measurement 
based on a process perspective, or adopting methods such as rootedness theory 
to improve paradoxical leadership measurement. 

Secondly, research on the antecedents and effects of paradoxical leadership. 
A review of the literature reveals that existing studies focus more on the effects 
of paradoxical leadership and less on the causes and influences of paradoxical 
leadership, which is not conducive to an in-depth understanding of the condi-
tions and mechanisms of paradoxical leadership. The few studies that have 
been conducted have demonstrated that some individual cognitive factors 
(e.g., holistic thinking, integrative complexity, and long-term orientation) 
contribute to the formation of paradoxical leadership, but that the influence of 
situational factors is relatively weak (e.g., environmental uncertainty) or even 
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insignificant (e.g., organizational structure). Since paradox itself reflects a cog-
nitive model, and paradoxical leadership is a new type of leadership behaviour 
that emerges from environmental uncertainty, future research can explore 
how leaders interpret environmental uncertainty, make decisions, and trans-
mit and influence their subordinates based on sense-making theory, so as to 
deepen the internal formation mechanism of paradoxical leadership. In addi-
tion, since paradoxical leadership has deep philosophical and cultural conno-
tations (Chen, 2008), the factors that influence paradoxical leadership may also 
exist outside the organization, so it is necessary to further explore the influence 
of contextual factors outside the organization on paradoxical leadership by in-
fluencing individual perceptions (e.g., the paradoxical state of mind) from a so-
ciocultural perspective in the future. By exploring “why” and “when” leaders 
display paradoxical leadership behaviors from multiple perspectives and dy-
namically, the antecedents and mechanisms of paradoxical leadership can be ex-
plored in depth. 

Third, comparative studies of paradoxical leadership in Chinese and Western 
contexts. The key theoretical foundation of paradoxical leadership is the Chinese 
philosophy of yin and yang (Zhang et al., 2015), and the vast majority of existing 
research also focuses on the Chinese context, with only a very small number of 
parts demonstrating the effectiveness of paradoxical leadership in Western (Eu-
ropean) contexts. Paradoxical management ideas in China and the West have 
different origins, different theoretical foundations, and different connotations. It 
becomes important to further test the effectiveness of paradoxical leadership 
based on Eastern theoretical foundations in Western contexts (Zhang et al., 
2015). The negative effects of paradoxical leadership in Western contexts have 
been demonstrated, and therefore further attention should be paid to the 
“double-edged sword” effects of paradoxical leadership in the future. Further 
cross-cultural comparisons and validation of paradoxical leadership conceptua-
lizations can be considered, which will help to reveal the boundary conditions 
under which paradoxical leadership occurs and strengthen the significance of 
traditional Chinese cultural and philosophical thinking as a guide to manage-
ment practice. 
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