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Résumeé :

This paper aims to understand how middle managgys with paradoxical tensions. As it is
increasingly common for organizations to have tmuianeously juggle with competing
demands (Smith & Lewis, 2011), the juxtapositioncokexisting opposites has increased
experiences of paradoxical tensions, challengirgameational actors in their daily work.
Among these actors, middle managers are generalle mprone to tensions (Wooldridge,
Schmidt, & Floyd, 2008) as organizations have bexdlatter due to downsizing and re-
engineering, and responsibility is delegated dowdw/gBalogun & Johnson, 2004), with
middle managers reporting a significant increasethieir workload (Armstrong-Stassen,
2005). As tension is considered to lead to burnaodl stress, more recent work has
recognized that it is not the existence of contthmins per se that is productive or destructive,
but the way they are managed (Tracy, 2004). Despiteumulate insights into the
management of organizational paradoxes (Jarzabkpl&k& Van de Ven, 2013), relatively
little is known about coping strategies at the imediate level (Lischer & Lewis, 2008). In
response, this longitudinal real-time analysismofRtransformation program opens the black
box of middle managers’ responses to paradoxicasiaes. Specifically, our original
contributions are twofold: firstly, to identify sen dualities through which organizational
paradoxes are perceived by middle managers, amhdigec to categorize their responses to
cope with paradoxes into four active and three rig¥e strategies. We suggest that our
overview of paradoxical tensions and related cogitigtegies provides significant insights
for organizations as well as for their managers.

Mots-clés :Middle managers, Paradoxes, Coping strategiesygeheontext




T

UMS

nizrnatio g
Management Stratécique

XXIVe Conférence Internationale de Managementt8gigue

Active and defensive strategies to cope with parades in a

change context: a middle managers’ perspective

INTRODUCTION

As it is now common for organizations to simultangly deal with competing demands such
as exploration versus exploitation (Smith & Tushma&05), stability versus change
(Farjoun, 2010; Stoltzfus, Stohl, & Seibold, 201B8nd collaboration versus control
(Sundaramurthy & Lewis, 2003), paradoxes are nowsiciered as inescapable and something
that need to be addressed (Josserand & Perret;, R6@&s, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011). If
thinking in a dichotomous way and opting for antler/or” approach might seem attractive
in the short term, Lewis (2000) argues that longatsustainability means that organizations
need to consider such tensions through a paraddeita While a paradoxical approach may
be beneficial in the long run, the juxtaposition“obntradictory yet interrelated elements”
(Smith & Lewis, 2011: 386) intensifies experienadstensions, challenging organizational

actors in their daily work.

Among these actors, middle managers appear to be mone to tensions (Bryant &
Stensaker, 2011; Huy, 2001, 2002; Sharam & Goodi32Wooldridge et al., 2008). Since
organizations have become flatter due to downsiaimg) re-engineering, responsibilities are
delegated downwards (Balogun & Johnson, 2004) amdillen managers have reported a
significant increase in workload demands (Armstr@tgssen, 2005). Their mediating
position means they are forced to juggle an ingngasumber of incompatible demands.
They are under constant pressure, leading to aial@téon in their well-being at work
(Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001; Truchot, 2004)dividuals are not the only ones
affected by the consequences of these stresshaltisihs. “The evidence shows clearly that
work-related stress and psychosocial issues leatcteased absenteeism and staff turnover
rates, along with decreased productivity and paréorce” (European Agency for Safety and
Health at Work, 2014: 13). At societal level, ther&gpean commission (2002) calculated the
cost of work-related stress in the EU-15 at €20doila year.
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As contradictions and tensions are considereddd te stress and burnout (Katz & Kahn,
1966), more recent work has recognized that itoisthe existence of contradictions per se
that is productive or destructive, but the way tlaeg perceived and managed (Gibbs, 2009;
Tracy, 2004). In this regards, Luscher and LewBO@ 239) argue that “a paradoxical lens
may offer means for new and more enabling undedstgs of contradictory managerial
demands and ubiquitous tensions”. By entailing @tlffand” mindset, organizational actors
are encouraged to solves problem through coexistarstead of fit (Lewis & Smith, 2014).
Indeed, “paradoxical inquiry may fit instances oamagers feeling stuck (Smith & Berg,
1987), in that they are unable to reach a solutbrmake a trade-off because divergent

approaches trigger the need for opposite” (Lus&hkeewis, 2008: 237).

Adopting a paradox perspective, the aim of thisepdp twofold. First, we offer a clearer
understanding of managerial challenges by idemtifyihe opposing poles underlying their
work. As change reveals and intensifies paradosiahtions (Smith & Lewis, 2011), this
real-time longitudinal study has been conducted icontext of change that rendered latent
tensions salient (Lewis, 2000). Second, by prompaidetailed model of active and defensive
strategies used by middle managers to cope withdparcal tensions, our contribution
responds to the call for more research on the mstaifions of paradox and the various
strategies used to manage them (Groleau, Demelandadte, & Barros, 2011). We suggest
that our overview of paradoxical tensions and eglatoping strategies provides important

insights for organizations as well as their mansger

This paper opens with an explanation of the diffetgpes of paradox and a discussion of the
middle managers’ coping strategies to deal withagaxical tensions. We then explain our
qualitative data and methods before turning tose @nalysis that illustrates how paradoxes
are perceived and coped with by middle managersth&fe propose a theoretical model that
synthesizes active and defensive strategies usatdudie managers to cope with paradoxical
tensions, each accompanied by detailed explanatidres paper closes with a discussion of

the practical and theoretical implications.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Dialectics, dilemmas and paradoxes have all beemtifted as central elements in an analysis
of organizational tensions. Although there are lsuthfferences between these concepts, they
all belong to the larger ‘tension’ family, with &on being the most encompassing term
(Michaud, 2013: 296). In their review, Smith andwi® (2011: 386) define paradox as
“contradictory yet interrelated elements (dualitjeglements that seem logical when
considered in isolation but irrational, inconsisteand even absurd when juxtaposed.”
Paradoxical tensions are perceptual in the sersdethth construction of paradoxes emanates
from actors’ responses to tensions (Smith & Tushr2805). Such a paradoxical perspective
differs from dualistic or dilemmatic ones: a didlecapproach refers to “contradictory
elements (thesis, antithesis) resolved throughgraten (synthesis) which, over time, will
confront new opposition” (Smith & Lewis, 2011: 38While a dilemmatic approach denotes
a tension where competing alternatives can onlyebelved by weighting the pros and cons
(Smith & Lewis, 2011). Unlike dialectics or dilemmaaradoxical tensions signify two sides
of the same coin (Lewis, 2000). Following this tflaation, we analyzed organizational
tensions through a paradox perspective, making spggoles “explicit” (Michaud, 2013:
296) and contemplating “how both poles can be demelously pursued” (Cameron & Quinn,
1988: 7)

Type of paradox

Over the years, scholars have identified diffetgpes of paradox. Based on Quinn’s (1988)
competing values, Lewis (2000) introduced the paxed of learning, belonging and
organizing. The latter two were confirmed by Lisched Lewis (2008) and were completed
by the performing paradox. Recently, Smith and Is&wi(2011) framework classified
paradoxes into four categories: learning (knowlg¢ddeelonging (identity/ interpersonal
relationship), organizing (processes), and perfognfgoals). (1) earning paradoxesurface
as dynamic systems change, renew and innovate. &fwts involve building upon, as well
as destroying the past to create the future (Le@@)0; O’'Reilly & Tushman, 2008).
Whereas all actors face learning as they strugglle @hange process, “a true paradox of
learning is more than simply the tensions expesdnm moving between old and new”
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2013: 4). Examples inclugetédmsions between radical and incremental

innovation or episodic and continuous change. B2Jonging paradoxesre driven by
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complexity and plurality. These tensions arise leetwthe individual and the collective, as
individuals (Kreiner, Hollensbe & Sheep, 2006) andups (Smith & Berg, 1987) seek both
homogeneity and distinction. (3)rganizing paradoxesurface as complex systems that
create competing designs and processes to achiedesiaed outcome. According to

Jarzabkowski et al. (2013), the ongoing proceswgdinizing is innately paradoxical because
of the tensions between different organizationattspaand tasks, and the need for
organizations to cohere as a collective systemh Saradox is manifested in organizing
tensions such as collaboration and competition,cevepment and control, or exploration and
exploitation. (4)Performing paradoxestem from the plurality of stakeholders and result

competing strategies and goals. Tensions surfaweeba the differing, and often conflicting,

demands of diverse internal and external stakel®ld®onaldson & Preston, 1995).

According to Smith and Lewis (2011), the four tymdgaradox may operate at the level of
an individual (Leonardi, 2009), a dyad (Argyris,889, a group (Smith & Berg, 1987) or an
organization (Cameron & Quinn, 1988). Howeversinbt just the type of paradox, but also
the way in which actors respond to paradox thapetits impact (Jarzabkowski, et al., 2013;
Lewis, 2000; Smith and Lewis, 2011). In this comtéacy (2004: 120) suggests that “it is
not paradox, per se, that is productive or unprodeicgood or bad, liberating or paralyzing,
but rather, that employees can react to contraaistin various ways, and that their framing

techniques of workplace tensions can have varieusopal and organizational effects.”

Coping strategies

As paradoxical tensions are ever-present in evgrydanagement, their impact on the
organization depends on how they are managed.isnréigard, Lewis (2000) asserts that
tensions and reinforcing cycles cannot be managetea sense that they can be controlled,
since they can only be coped with. Transferringeg definition of coping from Lazarus and
Launier (1978: 311) into paradox research, copsmgleéfined here as “the combination of
efforts to reconcile, use constructively, or acqegtadoxical phenomena and to manage (i.e.
master tolerate, reduce, minimize), or overcome gahmdoxical tensions which strain or

exceed a person’s resources.”
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Poole and Van de Ven (1989: 565) provided the bimsisystematizing coping strategies
through four fnodes of paradox resolutitn(1) Opposition:accept the paradox and use it
constructively; (2)Spatial separationpositioning the poles of a paradox at differevels of
analysis; (3)Temporal separatianthe poles of a paradox are considered one dfeepther;

(4) Synthesisintroduction of new terms for reconciling a payad

A variety of responses to paradox have since beeorted (Jarzabkowski, et al., 2013;
Lewis, 2000; Luscher & Lewis, 2008; Smith & Lewig011). Based on 20 major
contributions in the field (appendix 1), we obsehs®me consensus with four defensive and

three active responses (Table 1).

Defensive responses provide short-term relief. Thegy enable actors to temporarily
overcome paradoxical tensions but do not providewa way to work with or understand the
paradox (Jarzabkowski, et al., 2013). These reg®onaclude temporal (Gibson &
Birkinshaw, 2004; Gotsi, Andriopoulos, Lewis & Iragn, 2010; Poole & Van de Ven, 1989;
Romanelli & Tushman, 1994) and spatial splittingi@dopoulos & Lewis, 2009; O'Reilly &
Tushman, 2008; Poole & Van de Ven, 1989), selectitagzabkowski, et al., 2013; Gibbs,
2009; Poole & van de Ven, 1989; Seo, Putnam & Bty 2004) and removing (Gibbs,
2009; Tracy, 2004). Splitting may be temporal, bgarating different poles temporally in the
same location, or spatial, by situating the diffeéerpoles in different organizational units or
hierarchical levels (Poole & Van de Ven, 1989). Bktecting response is the most conflictual
response because it involves considering one poteeoparadox as more important at the
expense of the other (Jarzabkowski, et al., 203y can be observed when an organization
or system is dedicated to one pole of the paraddbx (@Gupta, Smith & Shalley, 2006). Less
conflictual than the latter, the removing respomsmlves rejecting both poles by avoiding
contact with the paradox (Tracy, 2004) or blockungpleasant experiences from memory
(Vince & Broussine, 1996). By suppressing the ezlaess of contradictions and maintaining
the false order, defensive strategies (spatialttsyj temporal splitting, selecting and
removing) may temporarily reduce anxiety, but wékult in the reinforcement of vicious

cycles that perpetuate and intensify tension (Le20€0).
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Table 1: Literature review of defensive and activeoping strategies

Construct Definition Type of Practical implication
response
Spatial splitting A response to tension that  Defensive Creating separate structure for different
(Andriopoulos & Lewis, involves separating kind of activities (Andriopoulos & Lewis,
2009; Gibson & contradictory elements 2009)
Birkinshaw, 2004; spatially Introducing a dual structure (Gibson &
O'Reilly & Tushman, Birkinshaw, 2004)
2008; Poole & Van de Separating the different types of activities
Ven, 1989) within a single business unit (O'Reilly &
Tushman, 2008)
Temporal splitting A response to tension that  Defensive Relying on a punctuated equilibrium by
(Gibson & Birkinshaw, involves separating sequentially  allocating attention to
2004 ; Jarzabkowski, et  contradictory elements divergent goals (Romanelli & Tushman,
al., 2013 ; Poole & Van  temporally 1985)
de Ven, 1989; Romanelli Different poles taking dominance at
& Tushman, 1994) different times (Poole & Van de Ven, 1989)
Selecting A response to tension that  Defensive Ignoring one pole and selecting the other
(Gibbs, 2009 ; involves prioritizing one (Seo, et al., 2004)
Jarzbakowski, et al., element and allowing it to Excessively manifesting the feeling or
2013 ; Poole & Van de dominate or overrule the practice contrary to the threatening one
Ven, 1989; Seo, et al., other element of the paradox (Vince & Broussine, 1996)
2004 ; Vince &
Broussine, 1996)
Removing A response to tension that  Defensive Avoiding being in contact with the parado
(Gibbs, 2009; Tracy, involves rejecting both poles (Tracy, 2004)
2004; Vince & Broussine, of the paradoxes Repressing the paradoxical tension by
1996) blocking unpleasant experiences from
memory (Vince & Broussine, 1996)
Confronting A response to tension that  Active Addressing one’s own defenses thanks to
(Lewis, 2000; Lischer & involves parties discussing the intervention of someone who is not
Lewis, 2008) the contradictory elements of caught up in the emotions but is capable of
a paradox to socially empathizing with involved actors (L"scher
construct a more & Lewis, 2008)
accommodating Using humor (Hatch & Ehrlich, 1993)
understanding or practice
Adjusting(Jarzabkowski A response to tension that  Active Working out how to adjust their working
etal., 2013) recognizes that both poles of practices to each other in order to support

the paradox are important and
interdependent and thus both
need to be answered

both sides of the paradox (Jarzabkowski, et
al., 2013)

Transcending

(Gibbs, 2009; Lewis,
2000; Poole & Van de
Ven, 1989; Smith &

A response to tension that  Active
involves finding some new
perspective which eliminates

the opposition between both

Tushman, 2005; Smith, et poles

al., 2010; Smith & Lewis,
2011; Tracy, 2004)

Reframing the tension so that the two
contrasts are no longer regarded as
opposites (Tracy, 2004)

Creating an integrated solution in which the
solution is found in the same structure, with
the same people (Smith, et al., 2010)
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By contrast, active responses, recently renamedegic responses (Lewis & Smith, 2014),
seek to embrace, cope with and thrive through ¢essiParadox literature suggests three
active responses, namely, confronting, adjusting &anscending. Confrontation involves
parties discussing the contradictory elements qfasadox to socially construct a more
accommodating understanding or practice (Lewis02Q@scher & Lewis, 2008). Following
Lischer and Lewis (2008: 232), confrontation maigeiapt to address one’s own defenses
thanks to the intervention of someone who is nagbaup in the emotions but is capable of
empathizing with involved actors”. Hatch and EHrli¢1993) describe humor as another
means of confrontation. Coming from the literatore coordinating decision-making (e.g.
Lindblom, 1965), the adjusting response recogniteg both poles of the paradox are
important and interdependent, and that both neée tanswered (Jarzabkowski, et al., 2013).
Finally, through transcendence, organizational ractoeframe the tension, which is
characterized by a perceptual transformation ofeteenents, so that the two contrasts are no
longer regarded as opposites (Gibbs, 2009; Lewd®02Smith & Lewis, 2011; Smith &
Tushman, 2005; Tracy, 2004). The advantage ofsiblistion is that complexity is embraced
in its wholeness, and potential synergies or oebiag solutions can be found (Smith, Binns
& Tushman, 2010). By acknowledging paradox as arahtcondition of work, active
responses (confronting, adjusting and transcendiead to positive, virtuous reinforcing

effects between the opposing poles.

While different types of paradoxes and responses Haeen theorized, the way such
paradoxes are practically managed by organizatiometors remains a conundrum
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2013).

While actors across the organization may be comrckby paradoxes, middle managers are
particularly prone to tensions. First, since theg Bcated under top managers and above
operational managers (Huy, 2002; Wooldridge et2408), they are uniquely positioned to
reflect on as well as operate within the constsawit both logics (Sharma & Good, 2013).
Being close enough to the strategic direction aoctipral to the frontlines, middle managers
are forced to interpret the directives coming frtimeir top managers, adapt them to the
operational constraints of their employees, andtaryget them accepted (Balogun, 2003).
Secondly, Wooldridge et al. (2008: 1192) suggestt ta focus on middle managers
acknowledges the view that “complex, geographicaligpersed organizations cannot be

managed by single actors or even small groups,réguire distributed and interactive

8
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leadership throughout the organization, with middi@nagers as important mediators
between levels and units (e.g. Balogun & Johns@94R” This mediating position leads
them to constantly manage diverse and conflictiegnahds from internal and external
stakeholders. Finally, a growing body of reseamtraasingly emphasizes the need for
middle managers to balance competing roles suetx@sration and exploitation (Huy, 2002)
or change agent and change recipient (Balogun,)2@&h a balancing act indicates that
they may be predisposed to the balancing of opp®sitSharma & Good, 2013).
Consequently, as demands become open to varied) ewatradictory interpretations
(Putnam, 1986), dynamic contexts intensify expegsnof complexity, ambiguity and
equivocality (Luscher & Lewis, 2008: 222). As aukesthe work of middle managers is often
seen as nebulous (Wooldridge, et al., 2008) anseseaking becomes exceptionally vital and
difficult for these organizational actors. Whersasasemaking has been defined quite broadly
by Weick (1995), Rouleau and Balogun (2011: 955)ceptualize it as “a social process of
meaning construction and reconstruction throughcwimanagers understand, interpret, and
create sense for themselves and others of theingol@ organizational context and
surroundings”. In this line, a paradoxical approatdy help managers moving sensemaking
toward an understanding that accommodates, rathen tliminates persistent tensions
(Luscher & Lewis, 2008). Indeed, “a paradox lensynadfer means for new and more
enabling understandings of contradictory managedi@iands and ubiquitous tensions”
(Luscher & Lewis, 2008: 239). More specifically,sled on the distinction between sense
reading and sense wrighting proposed by ManghamPymd (1991) to better portray the
intertwined cycles of interpretation and action, suggest that adopting a both/and mindset
(Lewis & Smith, 2014) would help actors to constrparadoxes as responses to tensions
(sense reading) and learn to live and thrive watistons (sense wrighting). Consequently, we
expect our findings firstly, to offer a clearer @nstanding of managerial challenges by
identifying the opposing poles underlying their w@nd secondly, to synthesize the active

and defensive strategies used by middle managemp®with paradoxical tensions.
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RESEARCH METHODS

In order to address the central question — i.e. hoddle managers cope with paradoxical
tensions? — the in-depth study of a single caseamaducted. In the following sections, we
shall describe the methodological and analyticgragch developed for this research. But
prior to discussing data collection and analysis,fiwd it important to give some background

information to explain the choice of Incalffistitious business namea a single case.

Case setting

While most organizations contain paradoxical eleisiesome contexts are more prone to
producing tensions than others (Jarzabkowski,.ef@l3). In this regard, Smith and Lewis
(2011: 390) argue thd&thange spurs new opportunities for sensemakingcasrs grapple
with conflicting short- and long-term needs (Balog& Johnson, 2004; Lischer & Lewis,
2008) and with competing yet coexisting roles andowons (Huy, 2002).” In this
perspective, a particularly salient example studiece is the technological transformation
experienced by a cable utility. Although tensiofready existed within the organizational
system, the technological transformation accentugte oppositional and relational nature of
the dualities. The context made latent tensiongrgalenabling researchers to identify them

more easily.

As a worldwideleader in the cable industry, Incabas providesptete cable and cabling
solutions for power utilities, transport, teleconmuations, oil and gas, the nuclear industry
and aerospace. With an industrial presence in 4ihtoes and commercial activities

worldwide, Incabas employs 26,000 people and claliesales of 6.7 billion euros in 2013.

To strengthen its position, the group optimizese®ources in mature markets while stepping
up deployment in emerging countries (Brazil, Russmia, China, the Gulf States, Asia
Pacific and Africa).Whereas its turnover in Eurgmzounted for 70% a few years ago, it
stood at only 56% in 2012. This new distributionmainly due to sizeable acquisitions in the
South American market and Australia, as well asdvinvestments in Asia. In order to
integrate these developments, Incabas recentlydeldcto move from a country-based
structure to a transnational structure. In thisardgJohnson, Scholes, Whittington & Frery
(2011) point out that the success of such a streatapends on the ability to simultaneously
build global expertise, local responsiveness anteatore learning. To optimize its new

organization, the group regularly conducts orgdaional change projects. Especially, an

10
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extensive Information Technology (IT) change prograas implemented, designed to obtain
a global IT infrastructure that matches the magwsitges of different geographical areas. To
this end, the group decided to change the commysem to a more advanced version of
SAP (SAP ECCS6). Beyond the technological challetigis, migration offered an opportunity

to optimize current flows in order to improve theecall efficiency of the organization.

From an operational standpoint, Switzerland wassehoas a pilot country for the
implementation of the ECC6 project. Benelux was sleeond region to deploy the new
system. While the Swiss project lasted from laté@@ mid-2012, the Belgian project has
meanwhile started in early 2012 and was compleateaiid-2013. A total of 370 SAP users
have been affected by the project in Benelux. easons of proximity, the scope of this
research was limited to the five entities locate@elgium. However, the researcher remained
aware of the progress of the project in the Netimel$ by its regular contacts with the General

Director.

As far asBelgium is concerned, the context in which unfdlis implementation of the latest
version of SAP was the same for the five entiteshey had each reached the same level of
IT maturity. While the first version of SAP was notluced gradually (between 1999 and
2003) through various entities, the transition &ysion 4.6 was conducted simultaneously
across the five sites in 2005. So that the fivegl&l entities each had the necessary time to

achieve the same level of mastery of the compyes.

To supportthis change, a project team of about forty peoptes created. Among them, we
found six members of the IT team, 12 heads of demant (sales, purchasing, finance,
production, infrastructure, etc.) and 22 key usfigsen among middle managers responsible
for representing their peers and their team. Toestieeir views about the project, these team

members met every month.

We gained accegs the case immediately after the technologicahge had been decided by
the top management. This led to a longitudinal aede study in which we followed the
unfolding SAP implementation for four years in tqfaom April 2010 to March 2014). From
the outset, our intention was to focus on the cexipl of the middle managers’ work. In the
course of the study, we realized that paradox memagt formed a fundamental part of their

work.

11
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Data sources

Our empirical data comprise interviews, documemd abservations. Appendix 2 gives

information about which specific data have beetectéd throughout the four years project.

Interviews. Semi-structured interviews served as the primawyoof data. Interviews were
solicited by email and telephone after one of thhars spent six months gaining the
confidence of leaders and managers. Respondents se@cted according to the following
two criteria: 1) positioned below the site managed above operational managers and, 2)
having a team under their responsibility (Huy, 200238). Among middle managers who
met these two criteria, we selected middle managerthat the different functions (finance,
sales, production, maintenance, etc.) and the Bedgian sites were represented. The
evidence presented in this paper is drawn frometsexies of interviews conducted with 21
middle managersThese three phases of interviews were held respéctin June 2011,
January 2013 and September 20AB10ng the selected samplene middle manager retired
and another left the company after the first pluiseterviews. The latter was replaced for the
other phases of interviews. In total, 61 interviewsre conductedAppendix 3 gives an
outline of each participant. Ranging from 31 to h28utes, the interviews were recorded and

transcribed verbatim.

Observations. Throughout the study, we remained in close contattt Incabas. During the
four years of the project, we attended 17 steedagmittees as well as 15 SAP team
members meetingsOne of the researchers also accompanied severalenmanagers in
everyday life, which allowed her to become famigith the company and to analyze the
specific work of middle managers. Finally, the esber also had the opportunity to
participate in a training course for middle manager prepare them to support their team
during the transition to the new version of the pober system.Overall, these observations
were useful for various reasons. First, the comiithypresence helped to gain a thorough
understanding of organizational reality and achi@vevel of "distant familiarity" (Pettigrew,
1990). Second, participation in meetings allowedidentify which were the subjects of
concerns of middle managers. Finaltiljis proximity provided numerous opportunities for

formal and informal discussions.

12
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Documents. We gathered relevant internal documentary mateamabunting to over 60
documents: job descriptions, flowcharts, steerimgmittee presentations and internal memos
about the project. To understand the wider contexthich the middle managers evolve, we
also collected media coverage.

Data analysis

Our analytical approach is best described as aoallgtiuction, an iteration between empirical
data and pre-existing theoretical constructs (Sriduarrill & Anderson, 2003). Accordingly,
we developed our theoretical ideas alongside isongly detailed analyses of the interviews.
We proceeded in three stages. First, we performad-depth analysis of the work of middle
managers. The interviews began with a biograptiarahat, asking individuals to describe a
typical working day in detail, and illustrating theay with both positive and negative events.
We supplemented this first phase of interviews aittomprehensive set of job descriptions.
We then conducted an in-depth analysis of the miffetypes of paradoxical tensions middle
managers face on a daily basis. The managerial ethdmecame then conceptualized as
paradoxes of performing, organizing, belonging &wmning. Finally, we focused on the
coping strategies used by middle managers in regptm the paradoxes involved in their
daily work. Concretely, the authors used reflexquestioning, which incited managers to
examine the consequences of their understandingording to Argyris (1983), reflexive
questions can spur double-loop learning. Movin@thigher level of abstraction, managers
seek a link between the contradictory element®ther words, they seek to understand how
they make sense of incompatible demands. This &fngualitative process analysis allows
deepening our understanding of paradoxical issmesuntered by middle managers with

additional information about their daily work andtg our findings into perspective.

FINDINGS

We present our findings in two stages: we firshidg which are the dualities through which
organizational paradoxes are perceived by middieagers. We then explain the active and

defensive strategies they take to cope with thosditces.

Types of paradox
We found applications of three of the four paradopeoposed by Smith & Lewis (2011)

within our data collected from middle managers (&&l).

13
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Our data analysis suggested thatlikronging paradoxs rooted in two interwoven tensions
arising from belonging to and identifying with stturally differentiated organizational units.
First, the analysis underscored the difficulty @iy located between top managers and
employees. Indeed, because of their in-betweeriposmiddle managers are responsible for
translating the business strategy into operatiterats. As intermediaries, they are required to
listen to both senior managers and operational @rsrkAs a result, middle managers feel torn
between the demands of their superiors and thecuwlifes expressed by their employees.
Second, change context intensifies identity cotsligerceived by middle managers as they
come up against the challenge of having to worktbetdetails of the change even before
they have had time to interpret the implicationshef espoused change for themselves. Being
both the change recipient and the change agentatieesimultaneously expected to undertake
personal change and to implement changes in tigeirod the business.

Given the middle managers position as lynchpins,pigorming paradoxarises from the
multitude of conflicting demands. As an illustratjoniddle managers must meet the diversity
of customers’ orders while taking the operationahstraints into account. In a change
context, the plurality of actors intensifies ther@dox, as middle managers must manage both
the business-as-usual demands and those expregsled thange project manager. Beyond
the plurality of actors making competing demands, performing paradox may also come
from the difficult balance to achieve between plagrand improvisation. In this regard, our
data analysis emphasizélte increasing number of unforeseen events thatllmichanagers
have to manage. Thus, their role involves manadaily emergencies without neglecting the

long-term projects.

Subsequently, the evidence showed thabtiganizing paradoxs seen through two ongoing
tensions of organizational differentiation and gragion.First, middle managers have to find
the right balance between empowerment and coritrdine with the trust/ control duality
(Mollering, 2005), they are asked to give theirmtea certain degree of freedom while
ensuring the completion of organizational targetSecondly, the organizing paradox is
perceived by middle managers through the managewtedifferent profiles within their
team. In reality, they must ensure that everyorgpass the organizational strategy, even if
the underlying reasons are differeft do this, they need to understand each of tleaimt

members and regularly switch between an individpgroach and collective management.
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Table 2: Abductive analysis of middle managers’ paadoxical tensions

First-order data Second-order concepts Aggregate
dimensions

I think the world of top management is far remofredn the daily work Top management vs Belonging

of a team, that's why we are always torn in twongice manager/ Employees “Identity fosters

Division 2] tensions between the

The needs expressed by my team and the top man#gaéecesions are
not in sync, but it's my job to try to align botldes. [Maintenance
Manager / Division 2]

individual and the
collective and

| act as a transmission belt, but therefore | @b as a buffer. As I'm in between competing
the middle of the organization, | frequently hearame side: “If | tell you values, roles and

that it's possible, then it is” and on the othemb, it's not possible.” I'm memberships” (Smith
in the middle and it's tiringPurchase & Planning Manager/ Division 3]. & Lewis, 2011)

Yes, | was sometimes in situations like you sdffcult because | didn't Change agent vs Change
feel very comfortable explaining such things [theamge project] recipient

because | still had some doubts about it. [Finaktmager/ Division 3]

Among middle managers, no one is optimistic abbetproject. There

will certainly be another message to employeesag@&tators in order to

mask the reality. [Production Managet/ Division 5]

There’s a moment where you either meet the salpartieent or the Production constraints vs Performing
production department [Purchase & Planning Manad@ivision 3] Commercial demands “Plurality fosters
I’'m a mediator between customers, sales represeataand operational multiple and

workers. | play an arbitration role as | have td&ainto account both the
customers’ needs and the organizational constraiitsterms of
production, shipping and delivery, etc. It's diffitto find the optimum

competing goals as
stakeholders seek

point. We can never fully satisfy both stakehold¥¥e have to find a dlverg_ent_

balance between the two parties [Sales Managerisiv 1] organizational

I was unable to respond to all the requests. Weaaly have a workforce Change demands/ Business a§uccess” (Smith &
that's not very big, so it's hard enough. If in &itoh you have to follow a ygyal Lewis, 2011)

project like this, we automatically run straight ton the wall.
[Maintenance Manager/ Division 5]

The challenge for companies like ours is the faett twe cannot be
completely devoted to the project. We have a numbether tasks to be
processed in parallel, so we have to share and wardaily priorities
with respect to long-term projects [Production Maea: Division 3]

For two years my colleagues and me felt in-betw&mthe one hand,
there was the change project and on the othergthexs the business-as-
usual. Even by working a lot we couldn’'t managerghég [Sales
Manager/ Division 4].

The big problem is not to be overtaken by the ueetegl. [...] Sometimes Short-term demands vs Long-
| spend my whole day managing the unexpectedndtsgood. It's term demands

complicated. [Production Manager/ Division 2]

Before we worked with a lot more anticipation. Nibe the "firefighting

" method [Sales Manager/ Division 1]

| have so many unexpected events to manage that't do what |

planned. [Finance Managetr/ Division 4]

| have problems with some people. We have to fiedright balance Empowerment vs Control Organizing
between control and autonomy to give the impressianthey’re left on “Structuring and
their own. Sometimes you give them some autonomgften they ask leading foster

you to explain to them in detail what's expectedheim. In this context,
it's useless to give them autonomy [Production MgrADivision 5]

| don't like the term “supervision” because teammizers are sufficiently
able to work autonomously on their own. But actyadlthough they can
work independently, | need to ensure that the fires are set and the

collaboration and
competition,
empowerment and
direction, and control

goals are mefProduction Manager/ Division 5 ] and flexibility” (Smith
Among my staff, I only have strong characters, Wfiscnot necessarily Individual management vs & Lewis, 2011)
easy to manage [Sales Managetr/ Division 1] Collective management

Every day, | have to do coaching. As you may khavark with people

who all have a different character. People readfedently to a situation

which is why | need to adapt my management styleath of them. |

sometimes have to manage conflicts and disagresrbetween the staff
too [Maintenance Manager/ Division 5]

15



MAIMS

ahin ternations s
danagement Stratécique

XXIVe Conférence Internationale de Managementt8gigue
Finally, except the tensions experienced in mowatgveen stability and change, no duality
related to specific modes of knowledge acquisiti@s been put forward in the data. This
result is not surprising as learning is a multilesenstruct which is difficult to observe in
isolation. In line with Jarzabkowski et al. (2033, data confirm that the learning paradox has

to be considered as “an underpinning tension dautirig to the other paradoxes”.

Coping strategies

We identified responses to paradoxes via an ahducibding process. The responses we
originally coded were inside splitting, outside igplg, undulating, oscillating, deciding,
explaining, behavioural fitting, structural fittirmnd reframing. We then checked how these
fit with existing responses within the literatuiiéhis resulted in clustering our responses into
seven responses types that we labelled spatiattirsgli temporal splitting, selecting,

translating, behavioural adjusting, structural ating and transcending.

Defensive responses

We identified five responses to cope with paradalxiensions in a change context that we
then clustered into three defensive strategiegiadsplitting, temporal splitting and selecting.
Through the case analysis, it should be notedthieste strategies were observed above all for

the performing paradox (Table 3).

First, middle managers explained they deal wittagaxical situations by splitting different
poles within the organization (inside splitting) loy contracting out (outside splitting). As
these two strategies split the paradoxical eleméanits different areas, they are to be
connected to the existingpatial splitting strategy. In this case study, examples of spatial
splitting responses included sharing out tasks watleagues, delegating work to employees
or asking for outside subcontractors. Specificallye change context strengthened the
performing paradox since it became difficult formagers to manage both the project and the
business-as-usual aspects. To cope with this tensiee manager decided to entrust his daily
work to an employee in order to devote himself He project. Another middle manager
mentioned that they needed external consultankg di@dicated to monitor the project on a

daily basis.
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Table 3: Defensive strategies used by middle manageo deal with tensions

. Second order Aggregate
First order data concepts dimensions
Examples of paradoxical tensions Examples of responses
Inside splitting Spatial

CHANGE PROJECT VS BUSINESS-AS-USUALLt's obvious that it was not easy to manage .
It's a race against time; the problem is always théboth activities. A choice had to be made: my splitting
lack of time. Unfortunately, | don't have enoughstaff worked on the “old system" to ensure the

time for the project [...] I'm always juggling everyday work and | was involved in the

activities but it's not always easy as there arechange project[Finance manager/ Division

priorities in the financial sector that | can't dpo 2]

I's very difficult to manage. It's even

unmanageable. [Finance manager/ Division 2]

CHANGE PROJECT VS BUSINESS-AS-USUAL What | learned in the last six months is to
think the management was not always 100% readjelegate to my team. There are some tasks
to support the project. They didn't encouragethat | used to do myself that | now delegate to
managers to get fully involved in the project. Thisny staff. If | hadn’t done that, we would’'ve
is understandable because if the business doesrieen completely stuck. If my staff hadn’t been
continue to operate, they have to deal with therpoawilling to take on these tasks, | don’t know
figures. It's difficult to explain if the group’s what | would have done to manage both the
results are less good because an IT program iproject and the business [Sales manager/
being implemented. That's why middle managerBivision 4]

have the impression of being in-between [Sales

manager/ Division 4].

PRODUCTION CONSTRAINTS VS SALESWe had to ask for outside subcontractorsOUtSIde Sp|lttlng

DEMANDS: When production is extremely tight[Production manager/ Division 5].
the slightest delay can impact directly on

customers. If we only listen to the sales’ demands,

everything is a priority, but it's not feasible.

[Production manager/ Division 5].

CHANGE PROJECT VS BUSINESS-AS-USUALWe didn't have enough internal resources to
It's a race against time; the problem is always themonitor the project on a daily basis. We
lack of time. Unfortunately, | don't have enoughneeded external consultants, fully dedicated
time for the project [...] I'm always juggling to the project [Finance manager/ Division 2]
activities but it's not always easy as there are

priorities in the financial sector that | can’t dpo

I's very difficult to manage. It's even

unmanageable. [Finance manager/ Division 2]

CHANGE DEMANDS VS BUSINESS-AS-USUAL:I work very long days. | ‘m currently Undulating Te_mporal
When your senior manager tells you: "For now,working 12 hours a day: 8 hours for the splitting
you stop dealing with the usual business," but inproject and then 4 hours to catch up on the

the meantime your team continues to come and asikher business. [Finance manager/ Division

you when they have a problem, it's complicated tc8]

manage. Although we worked for hours, we didn't

manage. [Finance manager/ Division 3]

SHORT-TERM DEMANDS VS LONG-TERMIn fact whether it is planned or unplannedoscmatIng

DEMANDS: That's what gives me the mostevents, I'm still working on a priority basis.
headaches right now. In other words, | feel like &verything always depends on the priority
firefighter right now. When there’s a fire, we gtar [Logistics manager/ Division 1].

running. For someone who's always worked in a

planned way, it's difficult. [Logistics manager/

Division 1].

CHANGE DEMANDS VS BUSINESS-AS-USUALThe most difficult is to no longer have time to

Between the change project and my daily work, it ido anything you want. | must make choiceDeCiding Selecting
always a race against time. The problem is alwaybecause it is no longer possible to do

the availability of time | unfortunately do not leav everything at the same time [Finance

[Finance manager/ Division 3] manager/ Division 3]

Secondly,temporal splittingcomprise our original undulation and oscillatiGsponses. In
this regard, the case hypothesized that the rat¢hi@h individuals move from one pole to
another can vary considerably, ranging from slovdulation to fast-moving oscillation.
Indeed, the data highlighted two ways that thermrss-as-usual is temporarily separated from
the change project. In this scenario, some mangdanned ahead how they would allocate
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their time between the two activities. For examplee manager planned to spend two days a

week on the project, while another dedicated diglirs a day.

The project is the easiest task to postpone. Sdgwe to force yourself to get involved in it. bsh two days and |
try to stick to it. It's not easy but it's the onlpy I've found to devote myself to the project fNance manager/
Division 5]
On the other hand, some managers said oscillatetgyden both poles depends on the
urgency of requests coming from each pole. The dspéehe movement therefore allows

them to respond almost simultaneously to both caims.

Every day we must reprioritize. When you find ydé@ifseed with something urgent, you have no choigetd
switch from the everyday business to the projeeiae versa [Sales manager/ Division 4]

To highlight the differences in the rate at whichmagers move from one pole to the other,
undulation has been defined as “a wavelike motmalternating sides” whereas oscillation
concerns “a fast-moving rocking movement.”

Finally, middle managers stated that they cope wé#tadoxical tensions deciding on which
pole they uppermost put emphasis. In line with Hsdecting coping strategy, middle
managers may give priority to one pole and allote ilominate or overrule the other element
of the paradox.

“Whether you like it or not, it will be first the biness and then the project” [Sales manager/ Divisl]

Beyond identifying specific new ways the three grg defensive strategies are played out at
intermediate level, data analysis also highlightieel non-exclusive aspect of these coping
responses. In particular, verbatim analysis hetpatemonstrate the interrelatedness between
spatial splitting and temporal splitting. As a caseoint, one respondent implicitly referred

to this spatio-temporal splitting strategy whenrégorted seeking to strengthen her temporal

splitting by being absent from her office on thgslahe was working on the change project.

| don’t go into the plant on a daily basis anymoRhysically, I'm in my office only during accourdesure
periods, the rest of the time I'm gone. The physibaence is symbolic: you don’t see me so thatgeahat I'm
doing something else ... [Finance manager/ Divipn

In the same way, another middle manager explaihatl taving a laptop allowed him to
respond to operational emergencies while sittingoin a project meeting. In this case,
managers split both time and space: when the tfgize meeting did not concern them, they

took the opportunity to work on their own businegstheir computer.

I got a laptop for the project which means | canpasd quickly in case of operational problems. Tol68%
involved in the project, you need to distance yelfifsom your usual business, but on the other hane normal
operations continue. Management has given us ttensi® be able to follow the business in case afbie It has
the downside that you're sometimes interrupted. [siigs manager: Division 1]
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Active responses

In cases where middle managers accepted the pacatisituation, the findings involved four

active coping strategies to work through the paxgdable 4).

The first of these consisted wanslating as managers must translate information depending
on the person they are speaking with. As statetieeathese intermediate actors must
constantly confront operational demands as weBtestegic requirements coming from the
top management. As it is not always possible tsfyaboth sides, middle managers have to
explain the decisions made according to the constraf both parties. If the final decision
does not take operational demands into accountagess must explain to the staff the
reasons for a decision in such a way as they wiillssipport it. In line with Rouleau (2005:
1425) who advanced that “middle managers transfessages by telling people the stories
they want to hear”, the confrontation response vedabelled translating as it did not fit
existing definitions of confrontation that deal kwiparadox via open communication to
socially construct a more accommodating understan@.g. Lewis, 2000; Luscher & Lewis,
2008). Translating occasioned a different dynarhantconfronting as middle managers do
not search to discuss openly the contradictory efdsnbut they aim at translating the
information by selecting the relevant elementshef paradoxical situation to communicate to

their employees.

Next, adjusting responses comprise our originalabtural fitting and structural fitting
which were relabelled in line with the study of zZkEbykowski et al. (2013: 9). Adjusting
involves responses to paradoxes recognizing that pales are important and interdependent
and thus that both had to be achieved (Jarzabkowskal., 2013). Specifically, findings
highlighted two types of adjustment. First, datdicatedthat middle managers adjust their
behavior according to the person to whom they attefbehavioural adjustment). If we apply
this coping strategy to the empowerment/ contralithy middle managers are much more
directive with a new employee while they give Idtamtonomy to someone who is in the

business for several years.

| have some basic rules that all employees mulstwdbut after it is as | had 20 children. They shibu
each be treated differentigales manager/ Division 1]

Secondly, middle managers explained that they meapagadoxical situations by adjusting
the organizational structure of resources (strattwadjusting). Examples of structural

adjustment include reorganizing existing resourmesdding more resources. This type of
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adjustment is necessary when existing resourcescaradequate or are not used optimally to

meet the increased number of demands, as it isabein a change context.

We set up some versatility in the team. In this,wdnen someone is overloaded, another employee can
take over one part of his work. This versatilitjoals to always have in the office some help anddavo
accumulating delays. [Finance manager/ Division 3]

Last, transcending comprises our original reframirggponse and was relabelled in
accordance with others’ use of the word (e.g. LeR300; Poole & Van de Ven, 1989).
Transcending served as an active coping strategyeih managers reframe the situation so
that any paradoxical elements are understood asdgppendent rather than competing. One
manager illustrated this coping response by consiglats relationship with clients as a
tandem relationship rather than a one-way relahtipnswhile this coping strategy offers
long-term relief from tension, only a few middle magers were able to handle the paradox

through a creative problem-solving perspective.

Table 4: Active strategies used by middle managets deal with tension

First-order data Second-order Aggregate
concepts dimensions
Examples of paradoxical tensions Examples of responses
TOP MANAGEMENT VS EMPLOYEEShe We must shoulder our responsibility and use a@xplaining Translating

needs expressed by my team and the decisionamafch flexibility as we have to meet the needs of
top management are not necessarily in sync, btiie team while remaining faithful to the
i's my job to ensure alignment. The individualguidelines decided by the top management. If the
situation of a person or a small group must entdlevers that we have aren't sufficient to alter
into the broader framework [Maintenancestrategic decisions, we must be transparent and

manager/ Division 2] explain the reasons for that decision. It's never

easy but it's the job. [Maintenance manager/

Division 2]
EMPOWERMENT VS CONTROWhen | had to A person who is new to the job will require a loBehavioural Behavioural
check, | tended to check in detail. That'of checking while a person with experience wilkitting Adjusting

something I'm trying to change, limiting myself toequire more sporadic checks [Maintenance
just 1 or 2 points. The risk is that someonenanager/ Division 2]

reproaches me for not having seen a mistake

[Maintenance managet/ Division 2]

PRODUCTION CONSTRAINTS VSFirst, the resources had to be used morS&tructural Structural
COMMERCIAL DEMANDSWhen production is optimally: all machines began to turn 24h/24 teritting Adjusting
extremely tight, the slightest delay impacts diyectincrease capacity. Second, resources had to be

on customers. If we listen only to sales demandsgcreased: 25 employees were hired for a

everything is a priority, but it's not feasible.temporary period [Production manager/

[Production manager/ Division 5]. Division 5].

CHANGE DEMANDS VS BUSINESS-AS-USUAIWe changed a bit the organization so that
For two years my colleagues and me felt ineveryone supports a portion of the excess
between. On the one hand, there was the changerkload [Sales Manager/ Division 4].

project and on the other, there was the business-

as-usual. Even by working a lot we couldn't

manage everything [Sales Manager/ Division 4].

PRODUCTION CONSTRAINTS VSl used to say that we work with our clients irReframing Transcending
COMMERCIAL DEMANDS:Interviewer: "If | tandem. | don't like the word partnership
understand well, you don'’t feel torn between thbecause it's a bit hackneyed today. Tandem
demands of your team and those of the externaleans that the client needs us and we need him.
stakeholders." Sales manager/ Division 1: "Yesn this perspective, requests from both sides are
exactly” managed in harmony. [Sales manager/ Division
1]

20



T

UMS

1o narnat
Management Stratécique

XXIVe Conférence Internationale de Managementt8gigue

DISCUSSION

The aim of this paper was twofold; firstly, to idiéy the opposing poles underlying the
complexity of middle managers’ work and, seconddyestablish the active and defensive
strategies used by middle managers to cope witbetlparadoxical tensions. We now draw
our findings together by developing a synthetic elodrigure 1 captures the paradoxical

nature of middle managers’ work in a change context

First, in line with Smith and Lewis’ (2011: 384) wiargument that ‘paradoxical tensions may
be nested, cascading across levels, as the experagnone level creates new challenge at
another’, our case study analysed how organizdtipewadoxes —performing, belonging, and
organizing- are perceived by middle managers. $palty, we found seven opposing yet
interrelated dualities embedded in the processgdrozing and brought into juxtaposition by
the changing environmental context. These findicgsfirm that ‘rather than being the sole
responsibility of a few, managing paradox requilesal actors learn to cope with their
tensions’ (Lewis, 2000: 764).

The second point in the model concerns active afiendive responses. According to Smith
and Lewis (2011), responses drive reinforcing ¢kt can be negative or positive. When
middle managers experience anxiety in the faceoanfradictions, data highlighted that they
may react by choosing defensive mechanisms sudpatsal splitting, temporal splitting or
selecting. In this regard, the paper makes thredribotions. First, it revisited the notion of
temporal splitting, making the distinction betweaemdulation and oscillation depending on
the rate at which individuals move from one oppgsiole to another. Second, the spatial
splitting was declined in two sub-categories basedhe location — inside or outside — of the
areas in which the poles were splitted. Finallyhas been observed that middle managers
may opt for the selecting strategy by giving pitypto one pole but have generally no choice
than considering both poles. Such defensive mestmasn(temporal splitting, spatial splitting,
and prioritizing) lead to vicious cycles as thegnstfrom static cognitive and behavioural
forces (Smith & Lewis, 2011). In contrast, when di&l managers view tension as an
invitation for creativity and opportunity (Beech &t, 2004), it leads to a virtuous cycle. In
this regard, Smith and Berg (1987, p. 215) not¢ ‘thy immersing oneself in the opposing
forces, it becomes possible to discover the linkvben them, the framework that gives
meaning to the apparent contradictions in the egpee.” Therein, findings put forward that
the acceptance process of middle managers canfaakdorms. Specifically, our research
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first allowed replacing the confrontation respotgethe translating coping strategy as the
latter occasioned a different dynamic. The tranglastrategy aims at explaining in the most
appropriate manner to employees how opposite polesntegrated into strategic decisions
whereas the confrontation strategy searches tousBsopenly how to combine the
contradictory elements. Then, our paper addetidadsearch by Jarzabkowski et al. (2013)
by putting the adjusting response into two categgatepending on the object the adjustment
is based orgbehavioral or structural). As far as the transegeé response is concerned, only
a few cases were reported. This is not surprisgipia response requires the capacity to think
paradoxically to construct a more accommodatingegg@ion of opposites. “Such reframing
marks a dramatic change in the meaning attribubed situation as paradoxical tensions
become viewed as complementary and interwoven” (,e2000, p. 764). To escape from
paralyzing cycles, middle managers must immersmaské/es in the tensions (Smith & Berg,
1987; Lewis, 2000) in order to open up a framewthr&t gives meaning to the apparent

contradictions (Vince & Broussine, 1996).

In conclusion, findings allowed to demonstrate ttatlities encountered are not always
coped with in the same way by all organizationabc In particular, it has been shown that
middle managers may respond differently to the sdoadity. For example, each active and
defensive coping strategies was used by differerddi®m managers to cope with the
“change/stability” duality (appendix 4). This exampillustrates the plurality of coping
strategies that may be deployed within an orgaiizab deal with the same duality. In this
line, future research could focus on identifyingtéas that favour the use of active responses,

as the latters are beneficial for the organizatiorthe long run.
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Figure 1: Active and defensive responses used byddie managers
to cope with paradoxical tensions in a change conte

PARADOXICAL TENSIONS IN A CHANGE CONTEXT
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Managerial implications

As paradox is an increasingly prevalent phenomenarrganizations (Jarzabkowski, et al.,

2013; Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011), our papeggests to reconsider the role of middle
managers. Having to constantly deal with incompatifemands, middle managers should not
only be considered as linking pins but as paradgents. As a result, their mediation,

negotiation and interpretation activities will nmly be useful to connect the organization’s
strategic and operational levels, they will moredally serve them coping with paradoxical

situations. Rather than being anxious and defenalweut making hard choices, middle

23



T

UMS

1o narnat
Management Stratécique

XXIVe Conférence Internationale de Managementt8gigue

managers need to act on ambiguity to adopt an apprthat combines and optimizes rather
than splits apart. From this perspective, we sughes the role of ambiguity can be helpful in
paradoxical situations as managers may rely om #ggncy to adapt their actions to the way
in which they interpret the duality encountered.iM/the lack of description regarding their
function has generally been considered as a safremcertainty and anxiety for middle
managers, it also offers them the opportunity tustdheir actions so as to meet competing
demands simultaneously. Based on their interpetscapability and their situational
creativity, they are more likely to find local sthns to organizational paradoxes.

As the process of experiencing the paradoxical idensequires that middle managers
recognize the simultaneous presence of oppositspale believe it is up to senior managers
to help them overcome limitations of either/or thng (Poole & Van de Ven, 1989) and
move toward a both/and approach (Lewis, 2000; Sr&ithewis, 2011). By promoting
reflexivity, senior managers can make “middle mamagaware of the taken-for-granted
nature of their espoused logic, while allowing therconsider alternate logics” (Sharma &
Good, 2013: 111). In the same line, Tracy (2004.) B4gued that, ‘organizational leaders can
acknowledge and explain the tensions that mark thstitutions in an effort to encourage
employees to frame tensions as complementary tizdecather than as contradictions or
paradoxes. In doing so, employees would know they m@ot alone in experiencing

contradictions and would be able to share copirajesiies.’

Avenues for future research

While the present article is based on a case stady/theoretical model provides a basis for
generalizability (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). é&ganizations are increasingly facing
paradoxical tensions (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013jtiS& Lewis, 2011), our findings are
relevant to other organizations that face similaragoxical tensions intensified by
technological transformation. Hence, we would expma findings to be relevant to other
cases of change context for instance. Further reseaay be envisioned to examine the
active and defensive strategies used by middle geasdo deal with dualities compared with
those of other organizational contexts. With cofstrgtegies considered as strategic practices
for long-term performance, it could also be intérgsto look at the impact of these strategies
on the success rate of change. In the case of dscaanagers had difficulty managing the

extra workload arising from the implementation bé thew information system. As senior
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managers ignored the tensions experienced by tbdlenmanagers, the latter became more
resistant to the change project, which led to tath of the new system being delayed on

three separate occasions.

CONCLUSION

In summary, this analysis indicates 1) that orgational paradoxes cascade at middle
manager level through seven dualities; and 2)rthidtle managers may react to paradoxical
tensions through three defensive and four actispameses. In this regard, the contribution of
our paper is five-fold. First, we identified speécihew ways temporal and spatial splitting are
played out at the intermediate level making thértion between undulation/ oscillation and
inside/outside respectively. Secondly, the selgcttrtategy has been confirmed for middle
managers as the latter may select the pole on whahwill focus. Thirdly, we retained our
original label of translating because none of thisteng responses in the paradox literature
accurately fit our empirical observations. Then,c@enplemented Jarzabkowski et al. (2013)
research by declining the adjusting strategy in $whb-categories depending on the object the
adjustment is based on (behavioural and structuFahally, even if only a few middle
managers reframed the paradoxical situation thepwertered, their actions aligned with the
transcendence strategy established in the litexatBased on these findings and prior
research, a theoretical model was put forward shatmarises the coping strategies used by
middle managers to deal with paradoxes in a chaogéext. The findings and theoretical
model offered confirm that it is not the existerméeontradictions per se that is productive or

destructive, but the way they are perceived andageah
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APPENDIX 1
References Type of study Empirical setting Findings
Poole & Van de Ven (1989) Conceptual - Four modes of working with paradoxes distinguished: 1) accept the paradox

and use it constructively; 2) clarify the levelsasfalysis; 3) temporally separate
the two levels; and 4) introduce new terms to resdhe paradox. These four
modes of paradox resolution are illustrated by iapfibn to the action/structure
paradox in organization theory.

Vince & Broussine (1996) Empirical 49 senior managers and 37The paper analyses how managers work with paradlogiootions as part of the
Qualitative (drawings) middle managers from six change management process

public service organizations

Lewis (2000) Conceptual - The paper develops a framework tlzaifiels the nature of paradoxical tensions,

reinforcing cycles and their management.

Josserand & Perret (2003) Conceptual - The paper presents 6 organizatiomakipes to manage paradox

Tracy (2004) Empirical 19 officers and 3 The paper advances a theoretical model positingattganizational tensions may
Qualitative (participant organizational administratorsbe framed as complementary dialectics, simple edittions or pragmatic
observations, in-depth from two correctional paradoxes. The analysis suggests that through coetaunication about
interviews and facilities organizational tensions, employees are bettertahlederstand the paradoxes that
organizational documents) mark their working life, and make sense of theranmtionally healthy ways.

Beech, Burns, de Caestecker, Empirical UK’s National Health Service The purpose of thiscs is to explore the potential for managerigi@t where

MaclIntosh & MacLean (2004) Action research the paradox is held open through the use of thenriserious playfulness.”

Gibson & Birkinshaw (2004) Empirical 4195 individuals from 41 The paper investigates contextual organizationdidexterity and argues that a
Qualitative business units in  tencontext characterized by a combination of strettib¢ipline, support, and trust
(interviews and survey) multinational firms facilitates contextual ambidexterity.

Seo, Putnam & Bartunek (2004) Conceptual - The paper examines both theories aadtiges linked to planned change to

uncover underlying dualities and tensions and tingdlications

Smith & Tushman (2005) Conceptual - Using the literature on paradox, r@mictions and conflict, the authors develop a

model of managing strategic contradictions thatssociated with paradoxical
coghnition.

Lisher & Lewis (2008) Empirical 45 managers from the LegoThe results transform paradox from a label to &,l@ontributing a process for
Action research Company working through paradox and explicating three oizmtional change aspects-

paradoxes of performing, belonging, and organizing.

Andriopoulos & Lewis (2009) Empirical 86 managers (senior The paper presents nested paradoxes of innovatidrtheorizes how integration
Qualitative (interviews, executives, directors, and differentiation tactics help manage these \widgen paradoxes and fuel
archival data and designers and engineers) fronvirtuous cycles of ambidexterity.
observations) 5 firms in the product design

industry
Gibbs (2009) Empirical Global software team in a This study reiees dialectic tensions (autonomy-connectednessiugion-
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(ethnography) digital imaging corporation exclusiempowerment-disempowerment) in global virtuahtsaand the ways
in which tensions are negotiated through the conicative practices of team
members.

Gotsi, Andriopoulos, Lewis & Empirical 86 managers (senior Leveraging the paradox literature, the paper apalysow differentiation and
Ingram (2010) Qualitative executives, directors, integration strategies may accommodate creativekevsr needs to cope with
(interviews, archival data designers and engineers) frommultiple identities, as well as their aversion amationed subjectivities.
and observations) 5 firms in the product design
industry
Smith, Binns & Tushman (2010) Conceptual - The paper identifies several typesoofiplex business model that seek value by

supporting paradoxical strategies, and notes thieatrrole of senior leaders in
implementing these complex business models sucdlssf

Smith & Lewis (2011)

Conceptual - After reviewing the paradox literafugategorizing types and highlighting
fundamental debates, the paper presents a dynamidibeum model of
organizing, which depicts how cyclical responsepaoadoxical tensions enable
sustainability.

Stoltzfuz, Stohl & Seibold (2011) Empirical 15 executives and leadersThe purpose of this paper is to examine how irtstital contradictions become
Qualitative from justice agencies in asimultaneously embedded in the process and outcofreeganizational change.
(interviews) large county government

Jarzabkowski, Lé & Van de Ven Empirical Key senior, middle, and This article develops an empirically grounded psscenodel that clarifies the

(2013) Qualitative operational managers in arecursive relationship between different kinds afguox, the cumulative impact
(interviews,  observations telecommunications company of responses to paradox over time, and the wayrdsatonses to paradox become
and documents) embedded in organizational structures.

Lewis & Smith (2014) Conceptual - Identifying core elements viewed fraam paradox perspective (underlying

assumptions, central concepts, nature of intefoglsitips and boundary
conditions, the paper illustrates the meta-thecaibtiature of paradox.

Fredberg (2014) Empirical CEOs of 20 global The article contributes to the literature by shayfrow CEOs relate to paradoxes
Qualitative organizations selected forand strategies for resolving the paradoxes.
(interviews of CEO) their ability to create both
economic and social value
Papachroni, Heracleous & Paroutis Conceptual - Viewing exploration and exploitatiors aynamically interrelated or even

(2014)

complementary activities enables the authors t@eive prescriptions that move
beyond structural or temporal separation towardh®sgis or transcendence, as
well as toward longitudinal explorations of how gdoxical poles dynamically

interrelate over time.
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APPENDIX 2
i Interviews of i i Interviews of E i Interviews of i
L 21 middle L 20 middle i 20 middle
i managers | | managers | | managers |
fmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmemaag | Phase 1/3) ! | (Phase 2/3) | (Phase 3/3) |
| Exploratory study | Ll T es S e
| onprior change |
i projects i
i Non-participant observation to 17 steering committees and 15 SAP project team meetings i
i Documents Analysis (Job descriptions, internal memos, internal newsletters, organization chart, etc.) i
2010 2011 2012 2013
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isi . ; . Internal Go-Live
i i Cick Off Internal Visit of the  Kick Off Go-Live -
igtitle E:fﬁ If;l-fr\zgrtl_a_qcl newsletter about  European Belgium Switzerland ne‘t‘;;"leﬂﬂf_ a:t"'“‘ Belgium
SAD Progjec.t o the project project e proje
team leader
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APPENDIX 3
Respondent Gender Function Year of Division Number of people
entry within the division
1 F Sales 1983 1 80
2 M Logistics 2000 1 80
3 M Sales 1991 1 80
4 M Maintenance & Methods 2008 2 200
5 M Maintenance & Methods 1983 2 200
6 M Production 1979 2 200
7 M Production (replaced) 1989 2 200
8 M Finance 2000 2 200
(21) M Marketing (retired) 2007 2 200
9 M Finance 1978 3 270
10 F Finance 1993 3 270
11 M Purchase & Planning 1993 3 270
12 M Maintenance & Methods 1997 3 270
13 M Finance 1978 3 270
14 M Production 2010 3 270
15 F Finance 1995 4 45
16 F Sales 2010 4 45
17 M Production 1978 5 130
18 M Production 2005 5 130
19 M Maintenance & Methods 1980 5 130
20 M Production 2000 5 130
APPENDIX 4
Examples of responses to cope with the “changelisyaloluality Coping strategy

It's obvious that it was not easy to manage botiviies. A choice had to be made: my staf§patial splitting
worked on the "old system" to ensure the everydak and | was involved in the change
project.[Finance manager/ Division 2]

The project is the easiest task to postpone. Sdgwe to force yourself to get involved in itTemporal splitting
| chose two days and | try to stick to it. It's reatsy but it's the only way I've found to devote
myself to the project [Maintenance manager/ Divisk

I said, "whether you like it or not, it will be i the business and then the project.” [SaleSelecting
manager/ Division 1]

| explained to the team that it was a little difiicat times but that we were all in the samé&xplaining
boat and had to get out together. I'm not sayiragt there was no tension between us but

generally employees responded quite well ... . T@@ple were stressed, tired but there has

always been solidarity [Finance manager/ Divisidn 3

We changed a bit the organization so that evergupports a portion of the excess workloa&tructural adjusting
[Sales Manager/ Division 4].

I always ask myself this question: what will be tésult of what | do now? Is the result will Transcending
be that tomorrow it will work better, I'm ready et involved in the project. If this is

something that structurally change something fer lbletter, yes | am ready to invest myself

and ask my team to invest there too [Sales Mandgjgrgion 4]
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