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People tend to refer to their doctoral project as a ‘journey’, and now I know why. 

I embarked on such a journey in 2011, with a vague idea of where I wanted to go 

and even a sense that I knew how to get there, but it would be an understatement 

to say that there were a few twists and turns along the way. The idea I had at the 

beginning was to study tensions in the roles of HR practitioners through the lens 

of ambidexterity. Over time I had discovered a much broader ‘world of tensions’ 

as I began exploring vast literature on tensions and paradoxes in organizations, 

aiming to bridge this field with HRM studies. Now, reflecting on seven years of 

research and a resulting dissertation, I am pleased with the progress and what I 

was able to learn and produce during that time. However, what I am most happy 

and grateful to realize is that I was never alone on that journey. 

First and foremost, I want to express gratitude to my main supervisor, kustos, 

mentor, and colleague, professor Kristiina Mäkelä, whose guidance and support 

have been indispensable to this process. Without her patient and willing advice, 

encouragement, and ability to empower, this thesis would likely not materialize. 

I am grateful to have had an opportunity to learn from Kristiina, both about the 

academic profession and life in general. Her dedication, servant leadership, and 

enthusiasm for the profession have always motivated and inspired me. 

I am also very thankful to my second thesis advisor, professor Carl Fey, whose 

help has been instrumental in the final stages of this thesis. I greatly appreciate 

that Carl has taken interest in my research and agreed to support me in finishing 

the thesis, despite it being late in the process. Carl’s thoughtful feedback, advice, 

and thought-provoking conversations have helped me move the project forward 
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and ultimately finalize this dissertation. Carl has also been crucial to navigating 

the administrative side of the graduation. Thank you! 

 I would also like to thank my pre-examiners, professors Maral Muratbekova-

Touron and Paul Gooderham for their time and effort in examining my research 

with interest and consideration. Their insightful comments have encouraged me 

to take a broader perspective on my thesis and I feel that it has helped make this 

research better. I very much appreciate your feedback. 

A very special thank you goes to professor Adam Smale, who was kind to agree 

to discuss my thesis during the resu seminar. Adam was perhaps the first person 

to read this dissertation as a whole, and his thorough and considerate comments 

had given me much-needed direction and confidence to grapple with complexity 

of this thesis. I could not have wished for a better discussant at that stage of the 

dissertation and I am very grateful to Adam for his feedback and support. 

I would also like to express my deepest respect and gratitude to professor and 

dean Ingmar Björkman, who had opened the door to academia for me. As a role-

model researcher and educator at Hanken School of Economics, he inspired me 

to consider an academic career for the first time and gave me an opportunity to 

work on a research project during my MSc studies. This experience was decisive 

in my joining the academia after graduation. My gratitude also extends to all the 

other members of our one and only HR team: Mats Ehrnrooth, Jennie Sumelius, 

Hertta Vuorenmaa, Sofia John, Mathias Höglund, and Olli-Pekka Kauppila. You 

all have taught me a lot and gave me a true sense of community over these years. 

Special thank you to Jennie and Hertta for your friendship and support, to Mats 

for your patience and guidance while supervising my MSc thesis, and to Mathias 

for teaching me data managements tricks that have been crucial throughout! 

I also have to emphasize all the invaluable feedback and advice from professor 

Eleanor Westney. Her unique vision and ability to combine the big picture with 

attention to detail have been instrumental in guiding me through even the most 

complex and challenging issues and ideas I encountered in this research. Thank 
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you for your patience and willingness to explain even when I was most stubborn, 

you truly helped me advance and present my ideas when at times it felt that they 

were going nowhere. I am also grateful to professor Paulina Junni for her advice 

and thought-provoking discussions, which helped me focus and structure some 

of the more complex conceptual and theoretical arguments. I also appreciate the 

feedback from professor Paul Evans, whose valuable comments had encouraged 

me to make critical changes and produce a better thesis as a result. 

Of course, during the long course of this project I have had the privilege to be 

a part of many great communities. I want to thank Hanken School of Economics, 

where I had done my master’s degree and completed most of the coursework for 

my doctoral studies. I will always have the fondest memories of and the highest 

regard for this institution and its people. I have had a wonderful and very fruitful 

time during the Nord-IB program, where I met lots of great, fun, and very smart 

people and became friends with many of them. Thank you! 

And then there is Aalto IB, the place that has accepted me and became a home. 

I am grateful to all who made this community what it is, made me feel welcome, 

and shared this journey with me. I thank the people of the IB faculty: Professors 

Rebecca Piekkari, Carl Fey, Elizabeth Rose, Sarianna Lundan, Tiina Ritvala, and 

Perttu Kähäri, as well as postdoctoral researchers Daria Kautto, Iiris Saittakari, 

Rilana Riikkinen, and  Herrta Vuorenmaa for your advice and support at various 

stages of this research. A great thank you to my fellow candidates, postdocs, and 

young doctors in and outside the IB unit: Piyali Rudra, Kalliopi Platanou, Louna 

Ansari, Lucas Humphries, Max Dike, Sami Itani, Emma Nordbäck, Virpi Outila, 

Anne Quarshie, Irina Mihailova, Fernando Santos, Tuuli Hakkarainen, Andreas 

Benker, Lotta Aho, Wei Lu, and many others who have been around and always 

eager to listen and share their thoughts during and after work. You all made this 

otherwise solitary project much more rewarding and fun! 

In addition, I appreciate the kind and efficient support of Hanne Kauppila and 

Ritva Laaksovirta in all matters related to the graduation process; as well as the 
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PART 1: Summary 

The summary part of this dissertation introduces the research problem, explains 

the motivation for and objectives of this research, and establishes its theoretical, 

philosophical, and methodological foundations. It also summarizes the separate 

studies (essays) conducted as part of this research to describe their specific aims 

and findings and explain how they link to address the research problem. Finally, 

in Part 1 I discuss the contribution of the overall dissertation to the research and 

practice of HRM and suggest directions for future studies. 

 





1

Organizations operate in ambiguous and unstable environments, and encounter 

multitudes of simultaneous and conflicting demands. To survive and succeed in 

such conditions, they attempt to develop and implement competing capabilities, 

designs, identities, and roles, creating insistent and interrelated tensions across 

levels (Clegg, Cunha, & Cunha, 2002; March, 1991; Smith & Lewis, 2011). Often 

responsible for managing the most complex element of organizing—people—the 

human resources (HR) function has been historically prone to tensions (Boselie, 

Brewster, & Paauwe, 2009; Legge, 1978; 2005). For decades, tensions between 

competing activities (Brockbank, 1999), departmental designs (Ulrich, Younger, 

& Brockbank, 2008), practitioner values (Legge & Exley, 1975), and stakeholder 

demands (Caldwell, 2003), have been pervasive in HRM literature and practice. 

However, despite their persistence, HRM studies seldom go beyond recognizing 

and seeking to eliminate tensions, to examine the nature and concurrent pursuit 

of competing demands (Aust, Brandl, & Keegan, 2015; Evans, 1999). 

The prevailing modes of HRM theorizing are grounded in either universalistic 

assumptions (Huselid, 1995) of “best practice” models, or contingency (Wright 

& Snell, 1998) and configuration (Boxall & Macky, 2009) arguments of “best fit” 

models (Delery & Doty, 1996). The universalistic mode downplays the notion of 

tension as such and assumes that particular HRM practices, solutions, and roles 

are always beneficial to organization economic performance, despite competing 

demands. The more nuanced contingency and configuration modes assume that 

any tensions between competing HRM practices, solutions, and roles (and their 
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configurations) should be settled by selecting an alternative that establishes the 

greatest ‘fit’ between an organization and its environment (ibid.; Wright & Snell, 

1998). While the rationale behind the fit-based approaches is reasonable, recent 

work suspects that it could be losing relevance and questions whether ‘fit’ is ever 

achievable in volatile and unpredictable current business environments (Smith 

& Lewis, 2011; Zhang, Waldman, Han, & Li, 2015). 

The plurality and dynamism of complex and competing demands often render 

fit-based solutions static and short-term, while tensions between such demands 

are becoming more permanent (Evans, 1999; Smith & Lewis, 2011). Recognizing 

their persistence, studies in the broader management field assume that tensions 

are inherent to organizations and essential to their development (Jarzabkowski, 

Le, & Van de Ven, 2013). Increasingly, scholars challenge the taken-for-granted 

negative connotation of tensions and suggest the metatheoretical perspective of 

paradox to theorize about the concurrent pursuit of competing demands (Poole 

& Van de Ven, 1989; Lewis & Smith, 2014). Hence, in contrast to the contingency 

logic of ‘either/or’ choices between competing alternatives, paradoxical thinking 

involves the ‘both/and’ logic that accepts contradictions and complementarities 

of competing demands (ibid.). This perspective assumes that long-term success 

and survival of organizations entails the concurrent pursuit of such demands. 

The paradox perspective is gaining increasing attention in HRM field (see Aust 

et al., 2015; Evans, 1999; Gerpott, 2015; Keegan, Bitterling, Sylva, & Hoeksema, 

2018). However, this research remains rather fragmented and in need of further 

conceptual, theoretical, and empirical advances to build a common foundation. 

The purpose of this thesis is to further an understanding of the nature, empirical 

manifestations, relationships between, and responses to paradoxical tensions in 

the work of the HR function and its practitioners. In doing so, I seek to advance 
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towards establishing the paradox mode of theorizing in HRM. The overarching 

question that guides this dissertation is: 

What are the characteristics and manifestations of paradoxical HRM tensions, 

and how do they interact and are responded to? 

In addressing this research question, this dissertation emphasizes conceptual 

and theoretical development. Nonetheless, empirical analyses in Essays 2 and 3 

also contribute methodological insights into studies of paradoxical tensions and 

provide empirical illustration of theorized concepts and relationships. Thus, the 

three aspects of intended development in this thesis are as follows: 

1. Conceptual: definitions and characteristics of paradoxes in HRM. 

2. Theoretical: antecedents, interactions, and responses to paradoxes in HRM. 

3. Methodological: operationalization and analysis of paradoxes in HRM. 

The three essays that compose this dissertation involve different combinations 

of these aspects. Essay 1 pursues conceptual and theoretical development at the 

metatheoretical level: it applies insights from the broader management research 

on paradoxes into HRM field to examine the conceptual nature, manifestations, 

interactions, and responses to paradoxical HRM tensions. I use the definition of 

paradox as competing, simultaneous, interrelated, and persistent elements that 

are also complementary and comprise a unified whole (Smith & Lewis, 2011). In 

turn, I theorize that the function’s transformation from Personnel Management 

to HRM (Guest, 1987) has exposed multiple latent tensions. I propose that these 

tensions are HR function-specific manifestations of the essential organizational 

paradoxes of learning, organizing, belonging, and performing (Smith & Lewis, 

2011). I extend the definitions of these paradoxes into HRM context and explore 

their interaction and conceptual management mechanisms. This essay builds a 

conceptual foundation for this dissertation and the other two essays. 

Essays 2 and 3 combine the conceptual, theoretical, and methodological facets 

of development. In terms of conceptual and theoretical development, the essays 

ground the concepts of HRM tensions in established organizational theories and 
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relate them to existing HRM studies to highlight the paradoxical nature of these 

tensions. In terms of methodological advances, I build on organization paradox 

research to operationalize paradoxes in HRM and investigate how they manifest 

and interact in practice. Essay 2 takes an organization–process lens on paradox 

to theorize and investigate the interaction between the learning and organizing 

paradoxes of subsidiary HR departments in multinational firms (MNC). I argue 

that the learning HRM paradox arises from the tension between operational and 

strategic HRM tasks, whereas the organizing paradox from the tension between 

differentiation and integration of HRM tasks and practices. Then, I integrate the 

research on ambidexterity, absorptive capacity, and practice transfer to theorize 

and empirically examine the relationship between these paradoxes. 

Accordingly, Essay 3 takes a practitioner–identity perspective on paradox and 

investigates the interaction between the belonging and performing paradoxes of 

HR practitioners. I theorize that the belonging paradox arises from the tension 

between professional and managerial occupational logics (Legge & Exley, 1975), 

while the performing paradox develops from the tension between employee and 

management stakeholder demands (Caldwell, 2003). I integrate the research on 

institutional logics, occupational identities, and HR roles, to explore and reveal 

how competing logics and role demands coexist at the collective HR practitioner 

level. I observe their dynamic in the context of a professional HR association. 

The purpose of the three essays is distilled into the following questions: 

1. What are the conceptual characteristics, manifestations, interactions, and 

responses to paradoxes in HRM? 

2. How do learning and organizing HRM paradoxes manifest and interact in 

the context of HR departments in MNC subsidiaries? 

3. How do belonging and performing HRM paradoxes manifest and interact 

at the collective HR practitioner level? 

Titles and research questions of the three sole-authored essays and the overall 

dissertation are presented in Table 1. 
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This dissertation is structured as follows. Following the introduction in Chapter 

1, I begin Chapter 2 with reviewing the established modes of theorizing in HRM 

to highlight their assumptions regarding recognition and responses to tensions. 

I then discuss the most prevalent concepts of tensions in organizational research 

and differentiate them according to a degree of perceived contradiction between 

a tension’s elements, leading to the definition of paradox. In turn, I introduce a 

brief account of the cultural and philosophical origins of paradox to gain a basic 

understanding of the centuries-old assumptions, and how these are reflected in 

modern thought about tensions and contradictions. I conclude literature review 

in Chapter 2 with an outline of current applications of paradox theorizing in the 

management and organization research to establish the conceptual basis for and 

position this dissertation within the broader areas of research. 

Chapter 3 provides an overview of the methodological approaches followed in 

this dissertation. I divide this Chapter into sections that distinguish between the 

conceptual, theoretical, and methodological areas of development in the essays. 

In discussing the methodological development, I explain the choice of methods 

and elaborate upon the research procedures applied in the Essays 2 and 3. Then, 

in Chapter 4 I review the aims, theoretical approaches, results, and conclusions 

Essay and dissertation titles Research questions

1. HRM Transformation:                                  
A Paradox Perspective

What are the characteristics, manifestations, 
interactions, and responses to paradoxes in HRM?

2. HR Ambidexterity, Absorptive Capacities,  
and HRM Practice Adoption in MNC Units 

How do learning and organizing HRM paradoxes 
manifest and interact in the context of 
HR departments in MNC subsidiaries? 

3. HR Practitioner Paradoxes:          
Competing Logics and Role Demands

How do belonging and performing HRM 
paradoxes manifest and interact at the collective 
HR practitioner level? 

Towards the Paradox Mode of Theorizing in HRM: 

Conceptual Foundations and Empirical Examples

What are the characteristics and manifestations of 
paradoxical HRM tensions, and how do they 
interact and are responded to? 
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of the essays that comprise this doctoral thesis. Finally, in Chapter 5 I integrate 

the preceding discussion to distill the essence of this research and delineate its 

overall contributions and implications for theories, practice, and future research 

on paradoxes in HRM. In turn, the second part of this thesis comprises the three 

unpublished and sole-authored essays that constitute the core of this thesis. 
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The paradox perspective operates at the metatheoretical, or paradigm, level and 

is unrestricted to specific phenomena, contexts, variables, or methods (Lewis & 

Smith, 2014). Instead, it specifies the basic assumptions, essential concepts, and 

the nature of their interrelationships (ibid.). Once defined, such metatheoretical 

framework can guide researchers in selecting appropriate field-specific theories, 

variables, and methods to examine particular phenomena and/or relationships. 

Hence, this dissertation first establishes the metatheoretical features of tensions 

in HRM, and then builds on the most appropriate research streams and theories 

from broader management and organization field to explain them. 

To that end, Essay 1 explores the broader research on paradox to translate the 

core metatheoretical elements of the paradox perspective into the HRM context 

and elaborate the conceptual nature and interactions between tensions in HRM. 

Essay 2 incorporates the literatures on organizational ambidexterity, absorptive 

capacity, and practice adoption to explain and examine the relationship between 

the learning and organizing paradoxes of HR departments in MNC subsidiaries. 

In turn, Essay 3 builds on studies of institutional logics, occupational identities, 

and HR practitioners’ roles to theorize and examine the interaction between the 

paradoxes of belonging and performing at the collective practitioner level, in the 

context of a leading professional HR association. 

Figure 1 illustrates the purpose of the dissertation and specifies the analytical 

lenses, focal areas, developmental aspects, and particular theories applied in the 

three individual essays. Altogether, this dissertation aims to provide conceptual, 



8 

theoretical, and methodological insights towards establishing the paradox mode 

of theorizing in HRM. 

Since most of the conceptual and theoretical development, including in-depth 

critical literature reviews, takes place within the three essays, this section serves 

to position these developments within broader management and HRM debates. 

Hence, in the following subsections I (i) position the emergent paradox mode of 

theorizing in HRM with respect to more established HRM paradigms, (ii) define 

and explain different notions of organizational tensions, (iii) discuss the cultural 

and philosophical origins of paradox, and (iv) outline the application of paradox 

theorizing in management and organization studies. 

 

The field of HRM is rich in paradigms and theoretical models, including agentic, 

behavioral, critical, institutional, international, political, strategic, and systemic 

perspectives (Wright & McMahan, 1992) to name a few. All of these perspectives 

offer valuable explanation of antecedents, elements, and outcomes of HRM and 

involve own sets of tensions and contradictions. In turn, the modes of theorizing 

refer to the abstract logics of HRM-related decisions these perspectives seek to 

explain. Hence, most HRM theories contain at least one of the modes to theorize 

relationships between their elements, particularly with respect to contradictions 

and competing demands. However, to focus the review of theories I ground this 

discussion in the most dominant stream of literature on strategic HRM. 

TOWARDS
THE PARADOX MODE 

OF THEORIZING 
IN HRM

PURPOSE ANALYTICAL LENS / FOCUS AREA

PARADOXES OF HRM 
TRANSORMATION

LEARNING & ORGANIZING

BELONGING & PERFORMING

DEVELOPMENT ASPECT / THEORIES

CONCEPT & THEORY

LEARNING, ORGANIZING, 
BELONGING, & PERFORMING

THEORY & METHOD

AMBIDEXTERITY, ABSORPTIVE 
CAPACITY, & PRACTICE TRANSFER

THEORY & METHOD

INSTITUTIONAL LOGICS, 
OCCUPATIONAL IDENTITIES, & ROLES

1

2

3PRACTITIONER–IDENTITY

ORGANIZATION–PROCESS

PARADOX METATHEORY
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To establish the foundations of strategic HRM, Delery and Doty (1996) outline 

three modes of theorizing—universalistic, contingency, and configuration—that 

underpin the most dominant stream of HRM literature (Kaufman, 2015) on the 

relationship between the HRM and firm performance. Over the past decade, the 

field underwent a “growing sophistication” (Guest, 2011: 5) with proliferation of 

multi-level models and a re-orientation from the content of HRM systems to the 

processes of their implementation (e.g. Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Jiang, Takeuchi, 

& Lepak, 2013). However, these new developments have occurred around rather 

than in place of the dominant modes of theorizing. 

The universalistic, contingency, and configurational theorizing modes operate 

as metatheories, or paradigms, that define the core theoretical assumptions and 

principles. The “core” is then enveloped in a “protective belt” of support theories 

that further explain the nature of and relationships between the metatheoretical 

elements (Pierce & Aguinis, 2013; Qiu, Donaldson, & Luo, 2012). At the core of 

the universalistic mode is an assumption that specific HRM practices will always 

lead to better organizational performance (Delery & Doty, 1996), while auxiliary 

theories identify these practices, such as high-performance or high-involvement 

work systems (Boxall & Purcell, 2011; Huselid, 1995). In turn, the contingency 

approach introduces a notion of “fit” and assumes that the relationship between 

HRM practices and performance is contingent on their fit with a firm’s strategy 

(Delery & Doty, 1996). Finally, the configuration mode assumes that the practice 

effects are synergistic and stresses both vertical fit between a bundle of practices 

and strategy, and horizontal fit among practices within a configuration (ibid.). 

The auxiliary theories highlight a range of internal and external contingencies, 

such as firms’ strategies (Chadwick, Way, Kerr, & Thacker, 2013; Miles & Snow, 

1984), organizational cultures and climates (Chan, Shaffer, & Snape, 2004; Wei, 

Liu, & Herndon, 2011), or institutional and industry contexts (Björkman, Fey, & 

Park, 2007; Datta, Guthrie, & Wright, 2005), which determine the selection and 

moderate the effectiveness of work systems. Others highlight the configurations 
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of HRM practices and their synergistic effects on employee abilities, motivation, 

and opportunities (AMO) to contribute to organizational performance (Jiang et 

al., 2013; Jiang, Lepak, Hu, & Baer, 2012). Common among these studies is not 

only the dominance of financial performance as the single important dimension 

of effectiveness, but also the essential notions of internal and external “fit”. 

These tendencies are also evident in other essential strands of HRM literature 

central to this dissertation, on the organization of HR department and the roles 

of its practitioners. With increasing empirical evidence for the HRM practices–

firm’s performance relationship, the field began advancing a more strategic role 

for the HR department (Barney & Wright, 1998; Conner & Ulrich, 1996). In this 

role, HR practitioners were expected to delegate the implementation of HRM to 

line managers and outsource much of traditional HRM tasks to specialized sub-

units and external providers to focus on strategic activities. In turn, the research 

has focused on defining new practitioner roles and creating organization models 

for HR departments to accommodate the changing demands (Brandl, Ehnert, & 

Bos-Nehles, 2012; Conner & Ulrich, 1996; Ulrich et al., 2008). 

This research stream is also based on universalistic and contingency thinking. 

Despite the multitude of opposing tasks and stakeholder demands evident from 

the HR role literature (Conner & Ulrich, 1996; Ulrich & Brockbank, 2005), both 

academic and practitioner discourses demonstrate a near universal focus on the 

new strategic- and business-partner roles (Caldwell, 2003; Marchington, 2015). 

In turn, the prevailing—three legged—HR department model has been based on 

contingency argument that HR organization should be aligned with the business 

structure (Brandl et al., 2012; Ulrich et al., 2008). Accordingly, the devolvement 

and outsourcing decisions are often deemed contingent on the strategic value of 

HRM practices (e.g. Lepak, Bartol, Erhardt, 2005; Ulrich & Dulebohn, 2015). 

All three of the discussed here perspectives are based on sound logics and have 

ample empirical support (Guest, 2011; Jackson, Schuler, & Jiang, 2014; Jiang et 

al., 2013). However, they also incorporate a rather limiting concept of ‘fit’, which 
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assumes that it is possible to determine the environmental needs and anticipate 

changes that would enable decisionmakers to devise and implement best-fitting 

solutions (Wright & Snell, 1998). But, do these assumptions still hold in current 

complex and volatile business environments? More and more, management and 

organization scholars dispute that (Clegg et al., 2002; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

Evans (1999) notes that solutions based on ‘fit’ theories are often underpinned 

by opposing forces: such as tensions between short-term performance and long-

term development, or between integration and differentiation etc. Such tensions 

cannot be resolved or eliminated for good and attempts to reconcile them in fit-

based solutions are likely to be static and short-term. Instead, Evans claims that 

tensions can fuel long-term organizational development and encourage creative 

decision-making for the concurrent pursuit of competing demands. In turn, he 

calls for HRM research to get “on the edge” and capitalize on developments from 

broader studies of tensions, dualities, and paradoxes to advance towards a more 

complex mode of HRM theorizing. This is the intention of the current thesis. 

The paradox theorizing highlights both contradictions and complementarities 

of competing demands that create a tension. This perspective contests the often 

taken-for-granted negative connotation of tensions and seeks creative solutions 

for the long-term concurrent pursuit of competing demands (Clegg et al., 2002; 

Smith, Erez, Jarvenpaa, Lewis, & Tracey, 2017). Table 2 compares the discussed 

perspectives in terms of their assumptions and approaches to tensions. 

 

Perspective Assumption Tensions

Universalistic
certain practices, design solutions, 
and roles are universally beneficial

no tensions: the benefits of the “best 
practice” outweigh any alternatives

Contingency/
Configuration

the selection and effectiveness of 
certain practices, solutions, and 
roles depends on the extent of 
their vertical/and horizontal fit

tensions are resolved through selection 
of a superior alternative that assures the 
greatest fit with important internal or 
external contingencies

Paradox
certain practices, design solutions, 
and roles comprise competing 
forces that produce tensions

tensions cannot be resolved for good 
and require solutions for a concurrent 
pursuit of competing demands
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A range of concepts is used in management and organization field to describe a 

relationship between the oppositional elements that comprise many competing 

demands in organizations, including tensions (Putnam, Fairhurst, & Banghart, 

2016), dilemmas (Schreyögg & Sydow, 2010), dialectics (Peng & Nisbett, 1999), 

dualities (Farjoun, 2010), and paradoxes (Smith & Lewis, 2011). The semantic 

and conceptual distinctions among these terms are important as they determine 

the nature of and potential responses to the competing demands. In this section, 

I describe and compare these concepts to distinguish the notion of paradox from 

the other related concepts. To facilitate the discussion and comparison, I denote 

the competing elements as A and B. 

Tensions 

“Tensions are feeling states” (Putnam et al., 2016: 4) that develop from anxiety, 

stress, and difficulty of making decisions in organizational situations (Fairhurst 

& Putnam, 2014). This definition assumes at least some degree of contradiction 

between the competing elements A and B. In discussing tensions, Evans (1999) 

challenges the prevalent treatment of tensions in management studies as taking 

a negative shape of conflict. Instead, he builds on the activation theory (Cofer & 

Appley, 1964) to suggest a curvilinear relationship between tension and efficient 

behavior. In this relationship, low tension reflects complacency and satisfaction, 

lack of cognitive conflict and debate, and lack of ongoing learning or preparation 

for change (Evans, 1999). On the other hand, excessive tension is a sign of crisis, 

where emotional conflict overrides its cognitive benefits, potentially resulting in 

political infighting between coalitions and fragmentation (ibid.). 

In-between the extremes, Evans argues, lies the zone of constructive tension, 

where there is sufficient tension to mobilize the benefits of cognitive conflict for 

change and action, facilitating positive organizational development without the 

negative effects of emotional conflict (ibid.). Tensions are the broadest and most 
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crucial concept that underpins other terms defined here. As becomes evident in 

the following sections, conceptual differences between them concern the extent 

of perceived opposition between, and responses to, a tension’s poles. 

Dilemmas 

Dilemma is a form of tension where A and B denote competing alternatives with 

their own seeming advantages and disadvantages. Dilemma is resolved through 

an either-or choice between A and B, considering their respective pros and cons, 

which entails a certain trade-off (Putnam et al., 2016; Smith & Lewis, 2011). The 

either-or dilemmatic approach is characteristic to the earlier studies of tensions 

in organizations following contingency theorizing. Pioneering works on organic 

and mechanistic organization structures (Burns & Stalker, 1961), differentiation 

and integration of organizational systems (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1976), as well as 

exploitation and exploration of knowledge (March, 1991), underline dilemmatic 

thinking and significant trade-offs. This is also emblematic of HRM field, where 

decisions between operational and strategic roles (Beer, 1997), outsourcing and 

retaining HRM practices (Lepak et al., 2005), and between building and buying 

talent (Lepak & Snell, 1999), are often treated as ‘either-or’ choices. 

As such, dilemmatic thinking does not presume the mutual exclusiveness of A 

and B, which both are viable alternatives that create tension due to the trade-off 

(Putnam et al., 2016). Hence, because of challenges in pursuing both A and B at 

the same time, organizational actors often feel compelled to make a choice that 

is deemed most effective in the short-(or predictable) term (Levinthal & March, 

1993). However, with a longer time horizon and in more complex environments, 

dilemmatic solutions are often static and ineffective as contradiction between A 

and B is likely to re-emerge (Evans, 1999; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

Dialectics 

Dialectics describe a tension between two conflicting elements A (thesis) and B 

(antithesis), and a continuous process of their resolution through integration or 
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synthesis (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Synthesis assumes that both elements contain 

desirable qualities and seeks reconciliation (Peng & Nisbett, 1999). The outcome 

of such synthesis is a solution C that retains the characteristics common to both 

A and B but suppresses their essential differences, which in time produce a new 

antithesis. Hence, “thesis follows antithesis in a never-ending succession, where 

a given dynamic is followed by its opposite, only to emerge again” (Clegg et al., 

2002: 485). Such dynamics are testament to complex and inadvertent effects of 

management practices, as most practices contain “the seeds of own destruction” 

and “create own nemeses” (ibid.; Benson, 1977). This dialectical logic underpins 

a punctuated equilibrium model of organizational evolution (Greiner, 1972). 

Although dialectical logic assumes at best limited managerial control (Clegg et 

al., 2002), there is ample evidence of a dialectic approach to tensions in research 

on innovation management and change. In particular, the models of sequential 

ambidexterity (Katila & Chen, 2008; Tushman & Romanelli, 1985), which entail 

vacillations between exploitative and explorative phases through organizational 

‘semi-structures’ (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997), are based on a dialectical logic of 

switching between these phases. Though some question whether such strategies 

are ambidextrous (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013). In HRM studies, dialectical logic 

is reflected in practitioner attempts to resolve a tension between employee- and 

strategy-oriented roles by re-defining employee issues as strategic (Sheehan, De 

Cieri, Greenwood, & Van Buren, 2014). However, this does not solve the tension 

as both employee and strategic needs change, while sustained employee welfare 

is likely to require more than a minimum needed to maintain strategic goals. 

Limitations of dialectical solutions become evident in complex and fast-paced 

environments, and with longer time horizons (Clegg et al., 2002; Smith & Lewis, 

2011). Synthesis stresses the complementarities of opposing demands; however, 

it tends to favor one element over the other, which renders most syntheses static 

and short-term as the need for disparate qualities spurs subsequent antitheses. 



15 

Thus, over time A and B can become so interdependent that each pole needs the 

other one to sustain itself, demanding their concurrent pursuit (ibid.). 

Paradoxes and dualities 

Definitions of dualities and paradox in existing research are hard to distinguish 

and appear to have converged. Their common and central characteristics are the 

simultaneous presence of opposing yet interrelated elements A and B, whereas 

differences often stem from the degree of perceived contradiction between these 

elements (Farjoun, 2010: 204). In turn, the paradoxical elements that have been 

long perceived “antithetical” or “mutually exclusive” (Cameron & Quinn, 1988: 

2; cited in Ashforth & Reingen, 2014: 475), because of their persistence became 

eventually recognized as “ostensibly” contradictory, interrelated, and coexisting 

within a unified whole (Smith & Lewis, 2011: 387).  

In recognizing this convergence, Smith and Lewis (2011: 386) incorporate the 

concepts of dualities and paradox: “paradox denotes elements, or dualities, that 

are oppositional to one another yet are also synergistic and interrelated within 

a larger system”. The authors also emphasize the boundaries between dualities, 

so that an internal boundary underlines their distinctions and differences, while 

an external boundary integrates the overall system and accentuates the synergy. 

Based on the work of Ashforth and Reingen (2014) and others, I summarize the 

defining features of paradoxical tensions that distinguish them from the similar 

concepts discussed in this section: 

1. Competing elements comprising a paradox are inherent to organizations, 

simultaneous, and one side of a tension cannot be simply eliminated. 

2. Competing elements are interdependent so that each (i) at least seemingly 

contradicts the other, (ii) at least partly defines the other, (iii) but both are 

also complementary in comprising a unified whole (Smith & Lewis, 2011).  
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3. A minimal threshold of each opposing element needs to be maintained for 

the viability of organization, thus requiring some equilibrium between the 

elements (Ashforth & Reingen, 2014; Evans, 1999). 

4. A deliberate pursuit of competing elements and their juxtaposition might 

lead to “constructive tension”, sufficient to mobilize change and action for 

organizational development, without emotional conflict (Evans, 1999). 

5. Finally, since tensions between the competing elements are persistent and 

dynamic, organizations need to continuously adapt to pulls into opposing 

directions (Evans, 1999; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

 

Figure 2 illustrates and juxtaposes the discussed definitions of organizational 

tensions. In addition to the conceptual foundation, this review suggests that the 

difference between tensions could be that of perspective and degree rather than 

kind. Hence, the same tensions could be treated differently based on a degree of 

perceived contradiction and complementarities between their elements. Having 

DILEMMA 

A and B are competing alternatives, each with its own advantages 
and disadvantages, the tension is resolved by weighing their pros 
and cons to select one of the alternatives. 

Dilemmas can become paradoxical over time, when selection of a 
specific alternative proves to be untenable and a tension from the 
earlier eliminated elements re-emerges.

DIALECTIC 

A and B are persistent antithetical elements continuously resolved 
through synthesis, merging into a new element C that emphasizes 
their similarities but ignores valued differences. 

Dialectics can become paradoxical when the need for a disparate 
element generates a new antithetical element D, so that C and D 
possess the core characteristics of A and B.

PARADOX 

A and B are competing, simultaneous, persistent, and interrelated 
elements, where each to some extent defines and contradicts the 
other, but both are also complementary in comprising a whole. 

A minimal threshold of A and B is needed at all times. Paradoxical 
solutions involve a dynamic, mutually reinforcing, and synergistic 
relationship between the competing elements.

A

B

B

A

A

D
B

C
E

+
+
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conceptualized the paradox, the following sections discuss its philosophical and 

cultural origins, and the application in management and organization studies. 

“Paradox is a time-proven concept”, with deep roots stemming from the genesis 

of the both Eastern and Western philosophical traditions (Schad, Lewis, Raisch, 

& Smith, 2016: 9). These two traditions are often contrasted in modern writings. 

Eastern Chinese-Taoist, Hindu, and Buddhist traditions are characterized as the 

“middle way” worldview embracing harmony, integration, and holistic thinking 

(ibid.; Chen, 2002). In contrast, Western thought founded on the classical Greek 

teachings of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle is often defined as analytical, rational, 

and guided by the principles of formal logic (ibid.; Zhang et al., 2015). Dissecting 

these traditions underscores critical features and contrasts between approaches 

and responses to tensions, further distinguishing the paradox perspective. 

Western philosophical roots of paradox, highlighted in the Greek definition of 

para (contrary to) and doxa (opinion or expectation) are grounded in ‘either/or’ 

thinking characteristic to formal logic (Chen, 2002; Schad et al., 2016). The laws 

of formal logic (“everything is what it is”, “contradictory statements cannot both 

be true”, and “of two contradictory judgements the one must be true, the other 

false”) stress contradictions, restrict integration, and seek to resolve the tension 

through a discrete choice (Peng & Nisbett, 1999: 744). Thus, following this logic, 

dilemmatic thinking and contingency-based approach to tensions separates the 

opposing elements, rejects the holistic nature of contradictions, and asserts that 

one solution is correct and the other is wrong (Zhang et al., 2015). Even in more 

complex Hegelian-dialectic thinking, which stresses the complementarities and 

integration of conflicting elements, still “a satisfactory solution to contradiction 

is a noncontradictory one” (Peng & Nisbett, 1999: 742). 

In turn, because of their fluid and ever-changing nature, Eastern philosophical 

foundations of paradox have not been formalized and are based on rather broad 
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principles also described as the “middle way” thinking (ibid.; Chen, 2002). This 

thinking involves an active “harmonious integration” of the competing elements 

rather than a reactive compromise (Chen, 2002: 183). To describe and compare 

the two traditions, Peng and Nisbett (1999) list three basic principles of Chinese 

thought about contradictions: change (reality is in constant flux), contradictions 

(change and contradictions are constant), and holism (things are never isolated, 

but everything is connected). The literature often signifies these principles with 

symbolic integration of yin and yang (e.g. Chen, 2002; Lewis, 2000). On the one 

hand, the yin–yang symbol denotes the simultaneous opposition and separation 

of paradoxical dualities; on the other, it represents their interdependence and 

complementarity in composing a unified whole (ibid.). 

Linking back to the beginning of the literature review chapter, it is now evident 

that the earlier and more established modes of HRM theorizing have been based 

on the Western traditions of formal reasoning when dealing with organizational 

tensions. In contrast, the emergent mode of paradox theorizing in management 

and HRM fields seems to converge with the Eastern tradition in highlighting the 

persistence, complementarities, and interaction between paradoxical elements. 

This might explain an increasing reference to the yin–yang symbolism in recent 

paradox studies (e.g. Lewis, 2000; Putnam et al., 2016; Schad et al., 2016; Smith 

& Lewis, 2011; Zhang et al., 2015). Having outlined the concept, characteristics, 

and philosophical origins of paradoxical thinking, I provide a brief review of the 

application of the paradox theorizing in the management and organization field. 

To a large extent in line with the yin–yang philosophy, scholars often comment 

that paradox is an inherent and ubiquitous feature of an organization (Cameron 

& Quinn, 1988; Poole & Van de Ven, 1989; Smith & Lewis, 2011). Thus, Clegg et 

al. (2002) note that “all organization is founded on paradox” in that it comprises 

creative and independent human subjects, whom it aspires to order and control. 
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Smith and Lewis (2011) advance Cameron and Quinn’s (1988) categorization of 

competing values to distinguish four basic organizational tasks where paradoxes 

are most widespread: learning (knowledge), organizing (processes), belonging 

(identities), and performing (goals). In this section, I summarize the studies in 

each of the four paradox domains to establish the basis for the individual essays, 

which examine the manifestations of these paradoxes in the HRM context. 

Learning paradoxes 

Paradoxes of learning develop as dynamic systems pursue change, renewal, and 

innovation, which often involves contradictions between building upon and also 

destroying the past to create the future (Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011). Yet, 

a true paradox of learning goes beyond the tension of transition between old and 

new, characteristic to change, and emerges between different modes of knowing 

and knowledge acquisition (Jarzabkowski, Le, & Van de Ven, 2013). Hence, such 

tensions are often expressed not only in terms of stability and change (Farjoun, 

2010), or incremental and radical innovation (Romanelli & Tushman, 1985), but 

also in terms of exploiting existing and exploring new knowledge (March, 1991). 

In fact, the tension between exploitation and exploration of knowledge has seen 

increasing research attention in the management field, specifically in the studies 

of organizational ambidexterity (Schad et al., 2016), which have been pivotal for 

the recent developments and interest in paradox theorizing. 

Initial studies of exploitation and exploration (Burns & Stalker, 1961; Cyert & 

March, 1963; McGill, Slocum, & Lei, 1992) have stressed the contradictions and 

trade-offs between different forms of environmental search and learning. Since 

the foundational work of March (1991), however, which accepted the trade-offs 

but also highlighted the interdependencies and complementarities of competing 

learning modes, the literature has transitioned to paradoxical thinking (Raisch, 

Birkinshaw, Probst, & Tushman, 2009). In turn, the notion of ambidexterity has 

emerged to describe organizations that are capable of a simultaneous pursuit of 
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exploitation and exploration (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; Tushman & O’Reilly, 

1996). Moreover, learning tensions arise across levels of a nested system, hence 

the learning paradox is considered to underpin and spur tensions of organizing, 

belonging, and performing (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

Organizing paradoxes 

Paradoxes of organizing often emerge as complex systems create and implement 

competing designs, structures, and processes to attain desired outcomes (ibid.). 

Classical examples of these paradoxes include tensions between integration and 

differentiation (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967) and between organic and mechanistic 

systems (Burns & Stalker, 1961). Indeed, the differentiation–integration tension 

is crucial to and underpins most conceptual and organizing approaches to active 

management of other paradoxical tensions (Jarzabkowski, 2013; Smith & Lewis, 

2011). In turn, an ability to manage the organizing paradox is deemed a defining 

feature and a precondition of organizational ambidexterity (Adler, Goldoftas, & 

Levine, 1999; Jansen, Tempelaar, van den Bosch, & Volberda, 2009; O’Reilly & 

Tushman, 2013; Raisch et al., 2009). 

Earlier studies of organizational systems emphasized structural contingencies 

and systemic adaptation to the task environment (Burns & Stalker, 1961; Simon, 

1962). While still within the contingency paradigm, Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) 

highlighted the interdependencies and complementarities of differentiation and 

integration of systems. Drawing on this work, Duncan (1976) and later Tushman 

and O’Reilly (1996) introduced the notion of “dual structures” for simultaneous 

exploitation and exploration. More recent approaches, however, emphasize the 

limitations of structural differentiation and the crucial role of integration for the 

concurrent pursuit of paradoxical learning modes (Jansen et al., 2009; O’Reilly 

& Tushman, 2013; Smith et al., 2017). This further highlights the interrelations 

between paradoxes, and how the attempts to their management are themselves 

paradoxical (Clegg et al., 2002; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 
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Belonging paradoxes 

Paradoxes of belonging, or tensions of identity, often arise at the meso-level as 

actors struggle to reconcile the values and beliefs of their immediate work group 

with that of other groups in an organization (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Smith & 

Lewis, 2011). Such paradoxes are often examined in the context of occupational 

identities as individuals construct their sense of distinctiveness and coherence 

(Alvesson & Willmott, 2002), and occupational groups compete for positions of 

power and influence (Aldrich, Dietz, Clark, & Hamilton, 2014; Reed & Anthony, 

1992). Among a multitude of conceptual perspectives on identity (e.g. Järventie-

Thesleff & Tienari, 2016; Ramarajan, 2014), recent studies increasingly focus on   

the impact of institutional logics on practitioner roles and identities (Lok, 2010; 

Reay, Goodrick, Waldorff, & Casebeer, 2017; Singh & Jayanti, 2013). 

This literature highlights tensions between professional, market, corporate (or 

managerial), and state logics to explore how actors draw upon and translate the 

opposing logics to construct and, in turn, institutionalize their identities at work 

(Bévort & Suddaby, 2016; Evetts, 2011; Reay et al., 2017; Reay & Hinings, 2009). 

The research on competing logics often stresses their conflict and contradictions 

(Goodrick, 2002; Greenwood, Diaz, Li, & Lorente, 2010; Pache & Santos, 2010), 

however more recent attention is paid to how the opposing logics co-exist within 

constellations (Goodrick & Reay, 2011; Reay et al., 2017), interdepend, and even 

complement one another (Battilana & Dorado, 2010; Jay, 2013; Pache & Santos, 

2013; Smets, Jarzabkowski, Burke, & Spee, 2015 ). Identity tensions also emerge 

as competing learning modes and organizing processes create tensions between 

competing logics and values (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

Performing paradoxes 

Paradoxes of performing competing roles develop from complex organizational 

goals and differentiated structural subunits (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Smith & 

Lewis, 2011) that require actors to undertake multiple and often conflicting roles 
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(Floyd & Lane, 2000; Lüscher & Lewis, 2008). The performing paradoxes seem 

to be the least studied of paradoxical domains (Schad et al., 2016), and are often 

explained in terms of opposing goals and stakeholder expectations that result in 

role tensions and conflict for actors (Jay, 2013; Margolis & Walsh, 2003).  

Similar to research developments in other paradoxical domains, initial studies 

of competing roles underlined the issues of conflict and incompatibilities (Floyd 

& Lane, 2000; Jackson & Schuler, 1985; Peterson et al., 1995). However, recent 

studies increasingly focus on how individuals balance, negotiate, and undertake 

multiple opposing roles at the same time (Adler et al., 1999; O’Brien & Linehan, 

2014). In line with this interest, the studies of organizational ambidexterity also 

pay more attention to individual roles and capabilities in managing the learning 

paradox (Kauppila & Tempelaar, 2016; Mom, Fourné, & Jansen, 2015). 

In this chapter, I have elaborated the theoretical, conceptual, and philosophical 

foundations for the paradox mode of theorizing and explored the most prevalent 

areas of its application in management and organization literature. It is evident 

that across multiple established domains of management and organization field, 

including the research on innovation, organizational design, institutional logics, 

occupational identities, and practitioner roles, there is a growing re-orientation 

toward the paradox theorizing. However, the HRM field has been rather slow to 

react to these developments. Although some studies begin adopting the paradox 

perspective (Aust et al., 2015; Gerpott, 2015; Keegan et al., 2018), such research 

remains rare, fragmented, and far apart, and requires further development. 

References to organizational ambidexterity in the discussion of paradoxes are 

intentional and highlight the pivotal role of ambidexterity studies in driving the 

interest of the management field toward paradox theorizing. Though paradoxes 

have been emphasized in earlier seminal publications (Cameron & Quinn, 1988; 

Poole & Van de Ven, 1989; Smith & Berg, 1987), it was the work of March (1991) 
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on exploitation–exploration tension that seems to have given a decisive impetus 

to a new mode of theorizing. The recognition that successful companies are able 

to pursue both modes of learning at the same time has prompted the theories to 

overcome trade-offs and polarities, and account for complementarities between 

competing demands (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008).  

In addition to conceptualizing relationships between competing demands that 

comprise paradoxical activities, the notion of ambidexterity also emphasizes the 

relationships between paradoxes. March (1991) argues that the management of 

exploitation–exploration paradox is even more challenging because this tension 

occurs at levels of a nested system. Advancing this observation, Smith and Lewis 

(2011) and Jarzabkowski et al. (2013) note that the learning paradox underpins 

other paradoxical tensions. The need to pursue both modes of learning compels 

organizations to implement competing structures and processes, producing the 

organizing paradox. Reorganizing alters group membership and spurs tensions 

between competing values and logics within and/or between groups, producing 

the belonging paradox. Conflicting logics and group memberships spur tensions 

between competing goals and role demands of multiple stakeholders, producing 

the performing paradox (ibid.). In this thesis, I translate both the definitions of 

paradoxes and the interactions among them into the HRM context. 

The concepts introduced in this section are further developed in the individual 

essays. Essay 1 integrates the paradoxical domains into a theoretical framework 

and translates each of the four domains and their interactions within the context 

of HR functional transformation. Essay 2 advances the foundations for learning 

and organizing paradoxes of the HR function and studies their interaction in the 

context of international HR departments. Essay 3 establishes the definitions of 

belonging and performing paradoxes of HR practitioners, and investigates their 

interaction in the collective practitioner discourse. In the next section, I review 

the methodological foundations for these essays. 
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In this section, I formulate the methodological foundations for this dissertation 

and their impact on the interpretation and contribution of results. As mentioned 

earlier, in this dissertation I pursue conceptual, theoretical, and methodological 

development to theorizing and examining paradoxical tensions in HRM context. 

The three essays that make up this doctoral dissertation aim to address different 

combinations of development areas, which I explain along with methodological 

approaches most suitable for each purpose in the following sections. In Table 3, 

I summarize the selected research designs, data sources, and analytical methods 

applied in each of the essays. 

It is not a trivial task to outline the ontological and epistemological foundations 

for the paradox mode of theorizing and link them to discrete methodologies, as 

characteristic of dominant paradigms in the philosophy of knowledge. Given the 

nature of paradox, which is both inherent in organizing structures and enacted 

through social action (Smith & Lewis, 2011), and the aims of this dissertation, a 

philosophical perspective that best accommodates both is that of pragmatism. 

Dimension Essay 1 Essay 2 Essay 3

Focus area Concept and theory Theory and method Theory and method

Design Critical review Survey Text analysis

Data source Literature on HRM 
transformation

12 MNCs
105 subsidiaries

Professional HR association:
CIPD Standards & Principles

Method Disciplined imagination Regression analysis Semantic network analysis
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The ideas of pragmatism were first developed by American philosophers Charles 

Peirce (1878), William James (1907), and John Dewey (1925), so as to overcome 

the epistemological tension between realism and idealism (Morgan, 2014). This 

dualism has a long tradition reflected in elaborate perspectives on ontology and 

epistemology in social research, and often framed in terms of the divide between 

positivist and constructivist paradigms (e.g. Guba & Lincoln, 2005).  

At the most basic level, the positivistic paradigm is associated with a belief that 

external reality exists, can be observed, measured, and apprehended. Under this 

perspective, knowledge is deemed objective, value-neutral, and independent of 

researcher influence. Hence, the inquiry within this archetypical tradition seeks 

to capture and explain the “truth” so that verified hypotheses are treated as facts 

or laws (ibid.). From increasing criticism, a less extreme position has developed 

under the tent of post-positivism (Phillips & Burbules, 2000), which asserts that 

reality exists, but only partly and probabilistically apprehensible. However, both 

paradigms are driven by the search of objective truth through either verification 

or falsification of hypotheses (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). The outcome of positivist 

inquiry is the cause-effect knowledge about the world and its basic mechanisms, 

which is generalizable across settings and considered an end in itself (ibid.). 

In contrast, the constructivist paradigm is associated with a belief in multitude 

of local and context-specific constructed realities that can only be understood in 

terms of intangible constructions and experiences of in situ subjects. Knowledge 

is considered co-created in interaction between the investigator and the subject, 

as it accumulates through the creation of ever more informed and sophisticated 

constructions (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Values are crucial to researcher’s inquiry 

and to driving its outcomes in form of social emancipation of the powerless and 

“at-risk” audiences (ibid.). Emancipation through a consensus construction that 

is more enlightened and advanced than the previous constructions is considered 

an ultimate aim of constructivist research (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). 
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Pragmatists consider these “cognitivist” (Hickman, 2007) and “metaphysical” 

approaches to the philosophy of science as “top-down”: ontological assumptions 

about the nature of reality determine the epistemological assumptions about the 

nature of knowledge, which limit the range of methodologies that can be applied 

to produce knowledge (Morgan, 2007: 58). Hence, the conflict at the ontological 

level, defined as paradigm “incommensurability” (Kuhn, 1996), is also described 

as “paradigm wars” (Gage, 1989; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). From the philosophical 

argument this conflict has morphed into a methodological one, emphasizing the 

divide between quantitative and qualitative techniques for collecting, analyzing, 

and interpreting data. Quantitative studies tend to focus on numerical data and 

on testing theories derived from the extant knowledge, often based on positivist 

tenets; qualitative research focuses on qualitative data and on building theories 

derived from observing a phenomenon in context, often following constructivist 

assumptions (e.g. Silverman, 2006). 

For the foundational pragmatists, such as Dewey (1925, 2008), both positivist 

and constructivist beliefs are important assumptions about the nature of human 

experience. As Morgan (2014: 1048) notes: human experiences in the world are 

inherently constrained by the nature of that world, while human understanding 

of the world is inherently limited to interpretation of these experiences. Hence, 

paradoxically, these ontological arguments seem to reflect two sides of the same 

coin. In turn, pragmatists aim to supplant these metaphysical concerns over the 

nature of reality with attention to experience in an ongoing interaction between 

beliefs and action (ibid.). Morgan explains that the crucial virtue of pragmatism 

is in its paradigmatic plurality, which recognizes the value of both positivist and 

constructivist paradigms, although treats them as social contexts for research as 

form of a social action rather than abstract philosophical systems. 

This view has direct methodological implications. Hence, pragmatism is often 

considered a foundational paradigm for the mixed-method research approaches 

that combine the qualitative and quantitative techniques (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 
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2012). Methodological eclecticism and paradigmatic plurality allow researchers 

to utilize the best available methods to address research questions regardless of 

metaphysical considerations (ibid.), providing an advantage over mono-method 

perspectives. However, this also stresses the technical ‘how to’ aspects of doing 

research, often foregoing a more essential question of ‘why to’ do research in a 

specific way (Morgan, 2014). Admitting this concern, Morgan (2014) describes 

the pragmatist research as an experiential process where the beliefs that become 

problematic are investigated and resolved through action, which entails choices 

that are deemed most promising for the desired results. He summarizes Dewey’s 

(1941, 2008) pragmatist approach to inquiry and outlines the following steps: 

1. Recognizing a situation as problematic; 

2. Considering differences between alternative definitions of a problem; 

3. Developing a possible response to the problem; 

4. Evaluating potential actions and their likely consequences; 

5. Taking actions considered best to address the problematic situation. 

To a large extent, this pragmatist framework underpins the focal dissertation. 

I begin with emphasizing the problematic treatment of tensions in HRM studies 

and consider alternative approaches to these tensions to stress their paradoxical 

nature. In turn, I offer a possible response to the prevailing approach to tensions 

in HRM in form of the paradox mode of HRM theorizing and evaluate potential 

applications and contributions of this perspective. Finally, this dissertation puts 

an explicit emphasis on conceptual and theoretical developments and the actual 

‘actions’ of paradoxical management are outside of its scope. However, I provide 

empirical illustrations of how the paradox mode of theorizing can be applied to 

conceptualize and examine the paradoxical tensions of the HR function. Within 

the empirical examples, I elaborate and utilize both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches that can be utilized in future studies of paradoxes in HRM. 

In light of this, I summarize the goals and methodological choices in individual 

essays. Essay 1 focuses on conceptual and theoretical development, while Essays 
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2 and 3 advance these theoretical foundations and offer empirical examples of 

paradoxes in HRM. An example in Essay 2, builds on the empirical traditions of 

organizational ambidexterity research, has post-positivist leanings, and utilizes 

a traditional quantitative method to assess the hypothesis deduced from theory. 

In turn, Essay 3 has an exploratory goal, a constructivist orientation, and applies 

mixed methods based on a machine-learning algorithm. In this essay, I combine 

the quantitative features of semantic network analysis with qualitative elements 

of interpreting the resulting themes from the texts. The methodological aspects 

of these empirical examples are further discussed in the following sections. 

The Essay 1 offers the conceptual and theoretical development in proposing new 

concepts that could complement and/or advance the established perspectives in 

the HRM field (Fawcett et al., 2014). This contribution can be described in terms 

of scientific utility in improving conceptual rigor and precision (Corley & Gioia, 

2011) through “disciplined imagination” (Weick, 1989). To that end, I scrutinize 

phenomena through thought experiments to expose innovative relationships in 

an established field (Fawcett et al., 2014). In particular, I integrate insights from 

diverse strands of management studies of tensions and paradoxes into the HRM 

context to enhance conceptual precision and explain the nature, characteristics, 

relationships between, and responses to competing demands in the HR function 

context. Given the purpose of this thesis in general, and the Essay 1 specifically, 

to complement existing HRM paradigms in pursuit of scientific utility (Corley & 

Gioia, 2011), the conceptual and theoretical developments are essential. 

Similarly, Essays 2 and 3 seek to advance the utility of proposed concepts and 

definitions of HRM tensions. While Essay 1 addresses the breadth of conceptual 

and theoretical linkages between the broader organization studies and the HRM 

context at the metatheoretical level, Essays 2 and 3 pursue depth in defining the 

nature and interactions between competing demands that comprise paradoxes. 
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Hence, I build on established theories in the broader management field and link 

them to HRM literature to advance understanding of the nature and approaches 

to paradoxical tensions in HRM, enhancing conceptual rigor and precision. This 

also has implications for the methodological choices as I explain further. 

Scientific utility is not restricted to conceptual precision but also depends on the 

potential of novel concepts and definitions to be operationalized and empirically 

assessed (ibid.). Thus, in addition to developing the metatheoretical framework 

devised in the Essay 1, Essays 2 and 3 advance its methodological and empirical 

applications. Essay 2 advances the concepts of the learning and organizing HRM 

paradoxes, grounds their operationalization in established organization studies, 

and inspects their interaction in the context of HR departments in multinational 

corporations (MNC). Similarly, Essay 3 advances the concepts of the belonging 

and performing paradoxes of HR practitioners, and examines their interaction 

in the context of a leading professional HR association. 

To be specific, in Essay 2 I integrate the work on organizational ambidexterity, 

absorptive capacity, and HRM practice adoption to operationalize and examine 

the learning and organizing paradoxes of HR departments in MNCs building on 

the recent methodological and theoretical advances. I analyze the hypothesized 

relationship between these paradoxes at the level of subsidiary HR departments 

with multiple linear regression on a sample of 105 HR departments in 12 MNCs. 

In turn, in Essay 3 I integrate the studies of HR practitioners’ roles, occupational 

identities, and institutional logics, to define and explore the interaction between 

the belonging and performing paradoxes of HR practitioners. I use the semantic 

network analysis to observe how competing occupational logics and stakeholder 

demands, which underpin HR practitioners’ identities and roles, manifest at the 

collective level in the context of a leading professional HR association in Europe. 

I explain the specific research procedures in the following sections. 
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Essay 2: The learning and organizing paradoxes in HRM 

The Essay 2 uses a survey-based methodology and tests a statistical relationship 

between the learning and organizing paradoxes in the context of MNC units’ HR 

departments. Following conceptual and theoretical development in Essays 1 and 

2, I integrate and extend the theories of organizational ambidexterity (Gibson & 

Birkinshaw, 2004), absorptive capacities (Zahra & George, 2002), and adoption 

of practices in MNCs (Kostova & Roth, 2002) to theorize and operationalize the 

relationship between paradoxes. Although these theories are well established in 

the management field, they are seldom integrated into the same framework (e.g. 

Kauppila, 2010; Rothaermel & Alexandre, 2009), let alone in the HRM context 

(Minbaeva, Pedersen, Björkman, Fey, & Park, 2014). Hence, the survey method 

is considered appropriate to test the proposed theoretical model and provide an 

empirical illustration of paradoxes in HR departments of MNC units. 

Data collection 

This research examines the data collected within a larger project on global HRM 

in 2009. The sample consists of 105 foreign subsidiaries of 12 Finnish, Swedish, 

and Norwegian MNCs. These firms come from multiple industries, range in size 

between 2,500 to 60,000 employees, and have established foreign subsidiaries 

in on average 30 countries. The data was collected within a six-member research 

team via structured phone interviews, following two separate questionnaires for 

the most senior HR and general manager (GM) in each unit. All questions were 

discussed among the research team members and piloted with two professionals 

in similar positions to that of the questionnaire respondents. The author did not 

take an active part in data collection but participated in data analysis. This paper 

is sole-authored, without input from the other members of the research team. 

Construct operationalization 

Following the conceptual developments in the Essay 1, in Essay 2 I propose that 

the learning paradox in HRM emerges from the tension between the operational 



32 

and strategic HRM activities. Building on organizational ambidexterity studies, 

I refer to the HR departments capable of managing this paradox and developing 

high levels of both operational and strategic HRM capabilities as ambidextrous. 

At the same time, HR departments in MNC units also face the organizing HRM 

paradox, which arises from the tension between the global integration and local 

adaptation of HRM practices. Subsidiary HR departments are often expected to 

integrate HRM practices from the headquarters, while also adapting them to fit 

the unit’s context and needs. Drawing on the practice transfer literature, I define 

this process as practice adoption, which entails the concurrent implementation 

and internalization of transferred practices. In turn, I theorize and examine the 

relationship between unit HR ambidexterity and practice adoption. 

Extending the recent advances in ambidexterity literature, I operationalize the 

construct of HR ambidexterity as a multiplicative interaction of operational and 

strategic HRM capabilities of HR departments in MNC units. The multiplication 

approach to ambidexterity is well established in literature (Junni, Sarala, Taras, 

& Tarba, 2013; Lubatkin, Simsek, Ling, & Veiga, 2006) to denote the concurrent 

and nonsubstitutable nature of paradoxical activities required for ambidexterity 

(Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004). The constructs of operational and strategic HRM 

capabilities are borrowed from previous research (Huselid, Schuler, & Jackson, 

1997; Mitsuhashi, Park, Wright, & Chua, 2000), and were assessed by unit GMs 

as the most appropriate assessors of the operational and strategic needs of their 

units. Both constructs use a seven-point Likert scale and demonstrate sufficient 

convergent validity as reflected in Cronbach’s α of 0.74 and 0.88 respectively. 

Accordingly, following the practice adoption research (Kostova & Roth, 2002), 

I assume that practice implementation and internalization are nonsubsitutable 

(high level of one element cannot compensate for the low level of the other), and 

both are crucial for the successful practice adoption. Hence, I operationalize the 

dependent variable of corporate HRM practice adoption in MNC subsidiaries as 

their multiplicative interaction. To assess the level of practice implementation, 
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I use the established measure of similarity between the unit and corporate HRM 

practices (e.g. Ahlvik & Björkman, 2015; Rosenzweig & Nohria, 1994), based on 

the unit HR managers’ reports. In turn, to measure the extent of internalization 

of practices in terms of the perceived commitment to and belief in their value, I 

modify the construct of organizational commitment (e.g. Kostova & Roth, 2002; 

Mowday, Steers, & Porter, 1979), as reported by the units’ GMs. Both constructs 

use a seven-point Likert scale with respective Cronbach’s α of 0.76 and 0.82. 

To explicate the relationship between the unit HR ambidexterity and adoption 

of HRM practices I build on the theory of absorptive capacity. I theorize that the 

ability of HR departments in MNC units to adopt the transferred HRM practices 

reflects their absorptive capacity: the abilities to acquire, assimilate, transform, 

and exploit these HRM practices. In turn, I argue that these abilities comprise a 

combination of concurrent exploitation- and exploration-based tasks, reflected 

in the operational and strategic activities of the unit HR departments. Hence, I 

hypothesize that ambidextrous HR departments that possess high levels of both 

operational and strategic HRM capabilities are more proficient at absorbing the 

HRM practices transferred from the MNC headquarters. 

Common method variance 

Since both measures of HRM capabilities (HR ambidexterity), and the measure 

of practice internalization within the dependent construct of unit HRM practice 

adoption, have been obtained from the single respondent—subsidiary GM—the 

common method variance (CMV) might bias the results (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, 

Podsakoff, & Lee, 2003). Hence, to evaluate the presence and impact of CMV, I 

first perform the Harman’s single-factor test and then determine the convergent 

and discriminant validity of constructs used in the hypothesized model with the 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) (ibid.). These ex post procedures are advised 

in the international business research to evaluate the potential for CMV (Chang, 

van Witteloostuijn, & Eden, 2010). 
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Thus, I first assess the loadings of all items that comprised the operational and 

strategic HRM capabilities, GM internalization, and HRM similarity constructs 

on a single factor. The unrotated solution reveals three factors with eigenvalues 

higher than one, with the first factor accounting for 36% of total variance. Then, 

I conduct the CFA to compare the item loadings and data fit of the hypothesized 

four-factor model to the common-factor model. The four-factor model produced 

a decent data fit (χ2 (48) = 102.575, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.89, RMSEA = 0.103, SRMR 

= 0.073) significantly outperforming the single-factor solution (χ2 (54) = 234.575, 

p < 0.001, CFI = 0.67, RMSEA = 0.166, SRMR = 0.12). Moreover, all items have 

loaded (p < 0.001) on expected constructs, indicating discriminant validity. 

Thus, along with the Cronbach’s alpha indicators (all above the 0.7 threshold) 

of convergent validity, the results indicate reasonable overall construct validity 

and suggest that common variance is unlikely to significantly impact the results. 

In addition, the construct of practice adoption combines the GM internalization 

and practice similarity measures from different sources, while HRM capabilities 

measures that account for most of the common variance comprise the construct 

of HR ambidexterity. This further alleviates the potential biases from CMV. 

Data analysis 

I test the single hypothesis in this study with multiple linear regression analysis, 

and a fixed firm-level effect general linear model (GLM) to control for the nested 

nature of the data. As a first step, I obtain the significance and F-statistic for the 

combined MNC-level effect with the GLM regression. Then, I utilize the multiple 

linear regression, controlling for the MNC-level effect with binary indicators for 

each firm, to estimate standardized beta coefficients for both the baseline model 

with control indicators, and the full model with the independent and dependent 

index variables. The final model demonstrated high statistical significance (adj. 

R2=.516; p < 0.001), providing support for the single hypothesis. The results and 
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their full interpretation are available in the Essay 2 and briefly discussed in the 

chapter on the essay summaries. 

Essay 3: The belonging and performing paradoxes in HRM 

The Essay 3 uses semantic (text-) network analysis to explore how the paradoxes 

of belonging and performing manifest and interact at the collective practitioner 

level in the context of a leading professional HR association. In order to examine 

their conceptual nature and theorize the interaction between these paradoxes, I 

integrate the studies of HR practitioners’ role tensions (Van Buren, Greenwood, 

& Sheehan, 2011), occupational values and identities (Legge & Exley, 1975), and 

competing institutional logics (Reay et al., 2017). Empirical research on HR role 

and identity tensions is scarce but it highlights the tension between the opposing 

role demands of employees and management toward HR practitioners (Guest & 

King, 2004); and the competing logics and values that guide the identities of HR 

practitioners as an occupational group (Wright, 2008). This research focuses on 

practitioner level and stresses the local nature of role and identity constructions, 

but seldom examines these tensions at the occupational level. 

In this essay, I take an alternative approach and observe practitioner roles and 

identities from an occupational perspective. Hence, I assume that in addition to 

local constructions, roles and identities are also shaped within occupational and 

institutional fields (Reay et al., 2017). These fields comprise multiple co-existing 

logics, which organizational actors draw upon to legitimate their occupation and 

achieve goals (Singh & Jayanti, 2013). Studies at the level of HR occupation are 

scarce and focus on the activities of professional HR associations in their pursuit 

of legitimacy (Farndale & Brewster, 2005; Pohler & Willness, 2014). On the one 

hand, the growing prominence of collective practitioner bodies is considered an 

important aspect of “professionalizing” the HR occupation (ibid.). On the other, 

scholars often suggest that the dominance of strategic HRM in the occupational 
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discourses represents the “de-professionalization” of the HR occupation and the 

triumph of managerialism (Caldwell, 2003; Wright, 2008). 

The tension between professional and managerial logics in the occupation has 

become apparent with the start of the functional transformation from personnel 

management to HRM (Guest, 1987; Legge & Exley, 1975), often described as the 

challenge of balancing the “values and value” (Wright & Snell, 2005). However, 

though there is evidence of tensions between the competing roles and identities 

of individual HR practitioners (e.g. Aldrich et al., 2014; Caldwell, 2003; Wright, 

2008), far less is known about how these tensions manifest at the collective HR 

practitioner level. I tackle this question in the Essay 3. 

Previous studies of occupational logics have used a content analysis of archival 

data to code the text according to pre-defined “ideal type” categories of different 

logics and estimate the relative prominence of each logic at a certain time period 

(Goodrick & Reay, 2011). In turn, a research on collective HR practitioner action 

(Pohler & Willness, 2014) analyzed the Required Professional Capabilities of the 

association to code the number of capabilities that either adhere to professional 

norms, pursue organization or employee interests, or a combination of the two. 

However, given the paradoxical nature of competing logics methods that involve 

imposed categories and discrete codes might distort the complexity of discursive 

relationships in texts. Hence, I utilize an extension of content analysis based on 

machine learning (Smith & Humphreys, 2006) to extract semantic structures of 

selected documents, which not only capture the naturally-occurring concepts in 

texts but also visualize the relationships among them, as I explain next. 

Data collection 

As the data source for this research, I have selected the UK’s Chartered Institute 

of Personnel and Development (CIPD), as the most established professional HR 

association in Europe. Founded in 1913 in England, the CIPD had been awarded 

chartered status in 2000, and expanded since from 37,000 members in 2003 to 
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over 145,000 global members today, including offices in Asia and Middle East. 

Given the CIPD’s chartered status, substantial membership, and growing global 

influence, it seems reasonable to assume that the competence standards set out 

to accredit its members reflect an institutionalized practitioner discourse about 

the occupation and its purpose (at least in the UK but likely also beyond). Hence, 

I propose that examining this discourse exposes the collective normative beliefs 

about the role demands, values, and logics that underpin the HR occupation. 

The research material includes two open-access documents obtained from the 

CIPD website: “The CIPD Profession Map: Our professional standards” (2015a; 

standards) and “From best to good practice HR: Developing principles for the 

profession” (2015b; principles). The standards are said to be based on extensive 

literature reviews, in-depth interviews with HR directors from major industries, 

senior HR professionals, and academics to reflect the “needs of the profession” 

(CIPD; Profession Map FAQs, 2018). The document includes 660 activities, 288 

knowledge items, and 164 behaviors across 10 specialist areas and four levels of 

tenure. The standards serve as a basis for practitioner qualifications and are also 

used in organizations to define and benchmark HR capabilities across levels and 

HR specialisms, regardless of geographical context, sector, or size (ibid.). 

In turn, the principles report is based on studies of sociology and philosophy, 

and empirical research on decision-making at work with near 10,000 global HR 

practitioners and leaders (CIPD, 2015b). This report is CIPD’s initial attempt to 

define the high-level principles that “would describe what people management 

and development professionals stand for, as opposed to the activities they carry 

out at work” (ibid.). In the following sections I describe the analytic technique. 

Data analysis 

To explore the above documents, I utilize semantic network analysis (SNA) (also 

referred to as text mining), which is based on automated exploration, extraction, 

and visualization of relationships among word-concepts in texts (Drieger, 2013; 
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He, Zha, & Li, 2013). As such, SNA comprises the text quantification and theme-

recognition techniques of a classic content analysis (Grimmer & Stewart, 2013) 

and a structural aspect of network analysis (Borgatti, Mehra, Brass, & Labianca, 

2009). This method transforms the “linear text into a network or interconnected 

words”, providing researchers with visual outline of complex texts and enabling 

the exploration of themes and their relationships (Drieger, 2013: 5). 

The Leximancer software used in this research is based on a machine-learning 

(ML) algorithm, which learns concept definitions from the source context rather 

than imposed categories (Smith & Humphreys, 2006). A concept in Leximancer 

refers to a group of words that tend to occur together throughout a text. The ML 

algorithm weights all words according to how often they co-occur in sentences; 

words that co-occur most often form a thesaurus of related terms, or the concept 

definition (Leximancer 4.5: User guide, 2018). Once the program learns concept 

definitions, it starts coding sentences that have sufficient evidence for a concept. 

Following text classification, the program generates a network map that locates 

all emerging concepts vis-á-vis one another, so that concepts often co-occurring 

in text are proximate in the network and form larger clusters (themes), whereas 

unrelated concepts are located far apart. 

In more abstract terms, the ML algorithm resembles human coding, assigning 

codes to textual segments that fit code definition and then aggregating them into 

broader categories. However, an advantage of ML is that it defines codes within 

their natural context, facilitating the automated coding of complex textual data, 

while enhancing the validity, reliability, and reproducibility of results (Smith & 

Humphreys, 2006; Wilden, Akaka, Karpen, & Hohberger, 2017). As an outcome 

of this procedure, I have generated conceptual network maps for each of the two 

documents, based on statistical measures of concept counts and co-occurrence. 

Following the interpretation of both statistical and visual outputs, discussed in 

the Essay 3 and summarized in the next section, I conclude that the documents 

(standards and principles) reflect the coexistence and separation of paradoxical 



39 

logics and role demands in the thinking of the largest HR association in Europe. 

The full research procedure, including the software setup, manual alterations to 

automated procedures, and interpretation of results are reviewed in the Essay 3 

and discussed in even greater detail in the Appendix 1 to the dissertation. 
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In this section, I summarize the research aims, theoretical approaches, findings, 

and conclusions of the three essays comprising this dissertation. 

Beletskiy, Anton. Human Resource Management transformation: a paradox 
perspective. Unpublished. 

In the first essay, I re-examine and re-formulate the concept of tensions in HRM 

studies from the metatheoretical perspective of paradox. Despite a multitude of 

persistent tensions, often deemed inherent to HR function, is evident in theories 

and practice of HRM, mainstream research seldom investigates their nature and 

management (Boselie et al., 2009; Evans, 1999). Hence, I draw on and integrate 

insights from the broader management studies of organizational paradoxes into 

the HRM field to examine the nature, interactions, and responses to tensions in 

HRM. In doing so, I contest the often taken-for-granted negative connotation of 

tensions in prevailing modes of theorizing in HRM and treat them as competing, 

interrelated, simultaneous, and complementary elements that persist over time 

and cannot be reconciled for good (Evans, 1999; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

The paradox perspective operates at the metatheoretical level and outlines the 

basic assumptions, central concepts, and the nature of their relations to conduct 

the field-specific studies (Lewis & Smith, 2014). This perspective treats tensions 

as an inherent element of organizations essential to their long-term survival and 

competitiveness and emphasizes the concurrent pursuit of competing demands 

that emanate from complex environments. At the core of this perspective is the 
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notion of paradoxical thinking, which prompts creative decision-making based 

on ‘both-and’ approach to tensions and assumes that the simultaneous attention 

to competing demands allows organizations to sustain both of desired attributes 

(Smith & Lewis, 2011). In turn, proactive management of tensions is considered 

to drive organization development, while solutions aimed at their resolution are 

deemed static and short-term (Evans, 1999). The application of this perspective 

in HRM is increasing (Aust et al., 2015; Gerpott, 2015; Keegan et al., 2018), but 

is still fragmented and lacking common conceptual and theoretical foundations, 

which I intend to advance in this essay. 

I start with an introduction of the discourse of functional transformation from 

Personnel Management to strategic HRM, which I suggest has exposed multiple 

tensions inherent to the HR function and evident in earlier comparative models 

of Personnel and HR management (e.g. Guest, 1987). Then, I review the concept 

of tensions in HRM literature from the prevailing universalistic and contingency 

theoretical perspectives to highlight their contributions and limitations. I follow 

this by presenting the paradox perspective on organizational tensions, defining 

paradoxical tensions and their characteristics, and classifying four fundamental 

domains of organizational activity where paradoxes are most endemic: learning, 

organizing, belonging, and performing (Cameron & Quinn 1988; Smith & Lewis, 

2011). In turn, I propose that tensions inherent to HRM are the function-specific 

manifestations of these paradoxes and define them within the HRM context. 

I build on established management and organization studies to theorize that: 

1. The learning paradox, defined as the tension between exploiting existing and 

exploiting new knowledge (March, 1991), in the HRM context arises from the 

tension between operational and strategic HRM activities (Brockbank, 1999). 

2. The organizing paradox, defined as the tension between opposing processes 

and structures, in the HR function context emerges from the tension between 

differentiation and integration of HRM tasks (Ulrich et al., 2008). 
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3. The belonging paradox, defined as the tension between competing identities 

and values, in the HRM context arises from the tension between managerial 

and professional occupational logics and identities (Legge & Exley, 1975). 

4. The performing paradox, defined as the tension between opposing roles and 

stakeholder demands, in the HRM context emerges from the tension between 

employee and management stakeholder demands (Caldwell, 2003). 

In turn, I ground the concepts of the four paradoxes of the HR function in both 

broader management and HRM literature (Table 4) to define the contradictions 

of competing demands, underline their complementarities and persistence, and 

point to the balancing need. Moreover, I draw on the notion of the nested nature 

of the learning paradox (March, 1991) and the model of the recursive interaction 

among paradoxes (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013) to theorize how paradoxical HRM 

tensions interact across multiple levels. Finally, I distinguish between the active 

and defensive responses to paradoxes, examine the dynamic equilibrium model 

of paradoxical management (Smith & Lewis, 2011), and review some of the more 

known individual and organizational characteristics that can facilitate it. 

Based on the discussion of paradoxical tensions in HRM, I observe that many 

tensions, ambiguities, and vicious cycles identified over four decades ago (Legge 

& Exley, 1975) still seem to challenge the HR function and its practitioners. This 

is despite, or perhaps even because of, the strategic HRM transformation, which 

appeared to prioritize conformism to the managerial demands of business value 

Domain Definition Paradoxical tensions

Learning
Tensions between building on extant 
and developing new knowledge

Operational – Strategic HRM activities 
(Beer, 1997; Brockbank, 1999)

Organizing
Tensions between competing 
designs, structures, and processes

Integration – Differentiation of HRM tasks 
(Ulrich, Younger, & Brockbank, 2008)

Belonging
Tensions between competing 
values, identities, and memberships

Professional – Managerial logics 
(Legge & Exley, 1975; Wright, 2008)

Performing
Tensions between competing 
expectations of various stakeholders

Employee – Management demands
(Caldwell, 2003; Francis & Keegan, 2006)
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over its traditional operational and people-focused concerns, but often failed to 

elevate the status of the HR function or larger occupation. I argue that this might 

be (at least in part) due to the defensive responses to tensions aimed at resolving 

or eliminating these tensions for good. In turn, I propose that the paradox mode 

of theorizing provides an alternative and perhaps more relevant perspective on 

tensions in HRM. Hence, I hope that this paper advances a foundation grounded 

in both HRM and broader management literature, from which to examine what 

tensions are, why they emerge, and how could they be managed. 

Beletskiy, Anton. HR ambidexterity, absorptive capacities, and HRM practice 
adoption in MNC units. Unpublished. 

In the second essay, I advance the concepts of the learning and organizing HRM 

paradoxes and investigate their interaction in the context of HR departments in 

MNC subsidiaries. Concerning the paradox of learning, I suggest that it develops 

from the tension between the operational and strategic HRM activities. Drawing 

on the classical notion of the learning paradox, I build a conceptual link between 

the original definitions of exploitation and exploration (March, 1991) on the one 

hand and the operational and strategic activities of HR department (Brockbank, 

1999) on the other. In doing so, I underline both the contradictions between the 

competing domains of HRM activities in terms of their purpose and returns, but 

also emphasizes their complementarities and interdependence. 

I argue that the domain of operational HRM activities is based on exploitation. 

Operational tasks of the HR department involve implementation, maintenance, 

and streamlining of HRM practices and delivery mechanisms (Brockbank, 1999; 

Wright, McMahan, Snell, & Gerhart, 2001). Often assessed with various metrics, 

the returns on operational activities tend to be certain, positive, and proximate. 

In contrast, I suggest that the domain of strategic HRM tasks entails exploration 

and focuses on aligning HRM with the business strategies, designing innovative 
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practices to address future needs, and facilitating change and learning (Mäkelä, 

Björkman, Ehrnrooth, Smale, & Sumelius, 2013). Strategic tasks seek to explore 

latent trends and generate competitive advantage (Brockbank, 1999). However, 

their returns are hard to measure and are often negative and distant. 

Moreover, operating across geographic borders and comprising differentiated 

networks of subsidiaries, MNCs face tensions of organizing. An essential tension 

arises between pursuing heterogeneity to drive innovation and competitiveness 

in local units and facilitating consistency from exploiting global capabilities and 

practices across units to leverage the economies of scale and scope. This tension 

is often defined as local adaptation–global integration paradox, an extension of 

the classical differentiation–integration tension in the MNC setting (Ghoshal & 

Nohria, 1986; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967). Considering the local institutional and 

competitive forces, and reliance on local workers, this paradox produces unique 

challenges for the HR departments in subsidiaries, which tend to follow the local 

standards (Björkman, Fey, & Park, 2007). To pursue integration, MNCs attempt 

to replicate valuable practices across their units. In turn, the prime task for most 

unit HR departments is to transfer and exploit the corporate HRM practices. 

However, the transfer of practices poses significant challenges and units often 

struggle to adopt the corporate practices (Morris et al., 2009). Practice adoption 

involves both behavioral and attitudinal aspects (Kostova, 1999). The behavioral 

aspect entails implementation of the corporate practices reflected in replication 

of formal processes from their templates. In turn, the attitudinal aspect involves 

internalization of implemented practices expressed in local actors’ commitment 

to and belief in their value (ibid.). The ability to obtain and leverage the external 

knowledge is also known as absorptive capacity (AC) (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). 

AC comprises the potential dimension (PAC)—for acquisition and assimilation 

of external knowledge—and realized dimension (RAC)—for transformation and 

assimilation of acquired knowledge (Zahra & George, 2002). Hence, I integrate 

the concepts of AC and practice adoption to argue that the PAC and RAC of HR 
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departments underpin the implementation and internalization of the corporate 

HRM practices (respectively) in MNC subsidiaries. 

Further, I suggest that units’ capacities to absorb the corporate HRM practices 

involve both operational and strategic HRM expertise. Thus, the acquisition and 

transformation entail strategic HRM capabilities to explore linkages among the 

elements of transferred practices and their fit with the local unit context, and to 

experiment with linking new and existing unit practices and aligning them with 

the unit’s demands. In turn, the assimilation and exploitation entail operational 

HRM capabilities to translate the acquired tacit knowledge about practices from 

templates into routines, and to refine and incorporate the transformed practices 

into the unit’s operations. Building on contextual ambidexterity studies (Gibson 

& Birkinshaw, 2004; Kauppila, 2010), I define the HR departments that develop 

high levels of both operational and strategic HRM capabilities as ambidextrous 

and argue that such HR departments are more adept at absorbing the corporate 

HRM practices. These conceptual relationships are depicted in Figure 3. 

 

Since both the implementation and internalization are non-substitutable, and 

essential for the successful adoption, I operationalize the practice adoption as a 

multiplicative interaction of its components. In a similar vein, the ambidexterity 

literature treats exploitation and exploration as competing, interdependent, and 

non-substitutable modes of learning, which require simultaneous and maximal 
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pursuit (Simsek, Heavey, Veiga, & Souder, 2009). Thus, I operationalize the unit 

HR ambidexterity as multiplicative interaction of the operational and strategic 

HRM capabilities. Figure 4 presents the hypothesized empirical model. 

 

This paper contributes to recent literature on corporate practice adoption and 

HRM capabilities in MNC subsidiaries. It responds to the calls to investigate not 

only the impact of integration mechanisms on the practice transfer process, but 

to also analyze the actual adoption of practices in the recipient units (see Chiang, 

Lemański, & Birtch, 2017). In contrast to the previous studies that look at HRM 

capabilities and dimensions of transfer in separation (Ahlvik & Björkman, 2015; 

Ahlvik, Smale, & Sumelius, 2016), I argue that both the transfer dimensions and 

HRM capabilities are nonsubstitutable and should be studied in interaction. 

The ambidexterity theory highlights the paradoxical nature of operational and 

strategic HRM activities, and the relationship between them in the MNC context 

(e.g. Stiles, 2012; Welch & Welch, 2012). In turn, the lens of absorptive capacity 

stresses the importance of the simultaneous pursuit of capabilities in both HRM 

domains as lack of investment into an area of expertise at the outset might limit 

the development of significant capability in that area (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). 

These insights are especially relevant to HRM research that stresses the conflict 

between the operational and strategic activities and calls to shed the operational 

tasks to focus on strategy (see Keegan & Francis, 2010). The results also suggest 

that while HR departments’ influence over the transfer of corporate practices in 

most units is limited, effective adaptation and exploitation of these practices are 

their direct remit and are a potential source of influence (Aldrich et al., 2014). 

OPERATIONAL HRM CAPABILITIES

STRATEGIC HRM CAPABILITIES
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Beletskiy, Anton. HR practitioner paradoxes: competing logics and role 
demands. Unpublished. 

In the Essay 3, I develop the notions of the performing and belonging paradoxes 

of HR practitioners, and examine their manifestation and interaction at the level 

of HR occupation. I propose that the performing—HR role—paradox arises from 

the opposing demands of management and employees toward HR practitioners 

(Caldwell, 2003). In turn, the belonging—HR identity—paradox transpires from 

the opposing professional and managerial logics that underpin the occupational 

identities of HR practitioners (Wright, 2008). I theorize that these tensions are 

paradoxical because they create persistent, interrelated, and opposing demands 

that cannot be resolved for good and require concurrent pursuit. 

Existing studies of role tensions emphasize the role conflict that emerges from 

opposing stakeholder expectations and stress its challenges for the professional 

status of HR practitioners (Brown, Metz, Cregan, & Kulik, 2009; Sheehan et al., 

2014). A parallel literature highlights competing logics and values that underpin 

the occupational identities of HR practitioners, and how these transpire in their 

search for influence and professional status (Aldrich et al., 2014; Wright, 2008). 

Both streams of literature reveal persistent tensions in the constructions of roles 

and identities of individual HR practitioners. However, aside from a few notable 

exceptions (see Farndale & Brewster, 2005; Pohler & Willness, 2014), literature 

has seldom looked at how these tensions manifest at the occupation level. Actors 

operating at this level, such as professional associations require closer attention 

due to their active attempts to shape, control, and legitimate the HR occupation. 

Therefore, to guide this research I address the following question: 

How the competing stakeholder demands and occupational logics manifest at 

the level of the professional HR association? 
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The dynamics of roles and identities are extremely complex and are subject to 

a range of institutional, political, and cognitive influences across multiple levels 

of analysis (Bévort & Suddaby, 2016; Reay et al., 2017). Although literature only 

begins grasping this complexity, abstractions from existing studies help explain 

some of the paradoxical dynamics both within and between the competing roles 

and identities. I depict the theoretical arguments about the HR role and identity 

paradoxes, and a relationship between them, in a conceptual model in Figure 5. 

 

Existing studies indicate that composition and relative balance of institutional 

logics in a given occupational field at a given time reflect long-term and ongoing 

institutional processes (Goodrick & Reay, 2011). Organizational actors can enact 

available logics to direct and structure practitioner roles for desired actions and 

outcomes (Singh & Jayanti, 2013) (boxes A). When interests and motivations of 

different actors create persistent, interrelated, and conflicting demands for HR 

practitioners, role paradoxes are likely to emerge (box B). At the same time, HR 

practitioners also interpret available logics to construct own understandings of 

the values, priorities, and success criteria of their occupation and its relations to 

other occupation groups (Reay et al., 2017). When these understandings involve 

persistent, interrelated, and conflicting values and priorities, identity paradoxes 

are likely to develop (box C). 

changeconform
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In addition, researchers observe that tensions often emerge in clashes between 

identities and roles (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Thus, when stakeholder expectations 

clash with HR practitioners’ own understanding of their occupation’s values and 

success criteria, paradoxes might also emerge between their identities and roles 

(box D). To legitimate their organizational position vis-à-vis their stakeholders, 

HR practitioners can either conform to the conflicting stakeholder demands and 

adapt their values and activities or attempt to change the demands in line with 

their occupational principles and expertise (Legge & Exley, 1975) (boxes E). 

Through ongoing adaptation and change processes, practitioners may initiate 

institutional change and attempt to legitimate emergent interpretations of their 

occupation and stakeholder demands at the collective level (boxes F) (Hodgson, 

Paton, & Muzio, 2015; Reay et al., 2017). In this paper, I assert that professional 

associations play an important role in developing and legitimizing collective HR 

practitioner identities (ibid.; Farndale & Brewster, 2005). In turn, I propose that 

the body of formal knowledge, intended to regulate practitioner production and 

conduct, reflects institutional processes that led to the prevailing understanding 

of occupation’s goals and values, and the demands of its stakeholders (Pohler & 

Willness, 2014). Hence, I focus on a leading professional HR association.  

The empirical examination, discussed in the methods section and the Essay 3, 

reveals a constellation of persistent, interrelated, and conflicting elements of the 

managerial and professional logics, which cannot be reconciled for good and are 

complementary in directing the practitioners’ identities (Smets et al., 2015). The 

standards document shows a dominance of the managerial logic with a focus on 

technical expertise, bureaucratic procedures, and contribution to organizational 

performance as the basis for function’s legitimacy. Embedded in this logic is the 

unitarist approach to the employee–organization relations that treats people as 

a resource and is concerned with aligning their performance with organizational 

goals. In contrast, the professional principles report exhibits a dominance of the 

professional logic with emphasis on abstract expertise and discretional practice, 
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principles-based standard of conduct, and trust relations with clients. This logic 

entails the pluralist approach to stakeholders, which aims to create shared value 

for organizations, business, people, and communities in which they operate. 

Table 5 illustrates a comparison of two documents in terms of their dominant 

and competing logics, bases for legitimacy, approaches to stakeholders, and role 

demands toward the HR function and its practitioners. A more detailed analysis 

and interpretation of data are reported in the Essay 3 and in Appendix 1. 

Though each of the two documents contains some paradoxical elements of the 

competing logic and stakeholder perspectives, the contrast is accentuated when 

comparing the standards and principles. The paradoxical nature of competing 

logics and role demands is also reflected in how competing elements coexist and 

interact. It seems that the more practitioner identities are aligned with a certain 

logic and stakeholder demands the stronger is the tension. Thus, the dominance 

of the managerial logic and stakeholder demands in research and practice seems 

Comparison Standards Principles

Dominant logic

Managerial:
technical expertise; bureaucratic processes 
and controls; employee performance to 
support plans and strategic requirements in 
pursuit of value for organization.

Professional:
professional expertise; principles, societal 
responsibility, and trust; professional 
judgement to manage stakeholder interests 
in pursuit of shared value for stakeholders.

Basis for legitimacy Technical expertise and processes to support 
individual and organizational performance.

Unique expertise and situational judgement 
to manage stakeholder interests.

Competing logic

Some consideration of diversity, inclusion, 
and fair opportunity issues (often due to the 
legal requirements).
Trust, challenge, and advice for senior 
leaders (for senior practitioners).

High-level principles to be supplemented 
by processes and mechanisms in practice.
Addressing some ethical responsibilities to 
attract and retain talent for organizations, 
not just altruistic reasons.
Need for “metrics to weigh future value-
creation against current priorities.”

Stakeholder approach
Unitarist.
What’s good for organization is good for 
employees: little or no tension.

Pluralist.
Stakeholder interests are often conflicting: 
managing or resolving the tension.

Paradoxical.
Stakeholder interests are interconnected: 
pursuing sustainable shared value for all.

HR function’s role(s)

Efficient service delivery and control.
Managerial support and advice.
Strategic planning and alignment.
Resourcing and capabilities.

“Championing better work and working 
lives.”

Creating value through people based on 
principles of ‘good practice’.

Manage employees, support and advise 
managers to contribute to organization.

Informed choices to contribute to people, 
organization, businesses, and community.

Practitioner’s role(s)

Band 1: support, delivery, and processing.
Band 2: advising on and managing HR issues.
Band 3: leading HR, consulting, partnering.
Band 4: leaders’ colleague, confidante, coach.

Expert and professional:
moral choices based on ethical principles 
and professional judgement, in situations of 
uncertainty and conflict of interests.
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to have created a stronger need for discretional practice, abstract expertise, and 

principle-based standards of conduct, reflected in the development of principles 

report. On the other hand, the more abstract and high-level the professional and 

ethical principles, the greater seems to be the need to convert them into concrete 

expertise and practices, while estimating the future value of alternative practices 

and initiatives with advanced metrics (CIPD, 2015b: 28). 

However, despite these complementarities, the comparison of two documents 

also exposes a de facto separation of competing logics as each governs a separate 

document, without clear guidelines as to how one should complement the other. 

Though such separation might alleviate the tension in short-term, it emphasizes 

conflict between the competing logics as reflected in the principles report, which 

denotes principles as “what HR practitioners stand for, as opposed to” what they 

do (CIPD, 2015b). It remains to be seen whether these logics become synergized 

and drive the development of HR occupation, but this analysis only underscores 

the infamous gap between HRM rhetorics and realities (Legge, 1978; 2005). 

In terms of theoretical contribution, this research integrates and advances the 

studies of roles, identities, and tensions in HRM, to propose a conceptual model 

of interaction between the role and identity paradoxes of HR practitioners. This 

model helps explain some of role and identity dynamics across occupational and 

practitioner levels. In terms of methodological input, I extend the application of 

semantic network analysis to HRM field, which is more and more relevant given 

the growing volumes of textual and on-line data (Platanou, Mäkelä, Beletskiy, & 

Colicev, 2018). In terms of empirical context, this paper contributes to the latest 

studies of collective practitioner actions and professional associations (Farndale 

& Brewster, 2005; Pohler & Willness, 2014), and explores the documents of the 

most established professional association in Europe. Building on these insights, 

HR practitioners may use the paradox approach to decision-making, and pursue 

sustainable practice to benefit stakeholders and the broader HR occupation. 
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The main purpose of this research is to advance the understanding of the nature, 

manifestations, interactions between, and responses to the paradoxical tensions 

that confront the HR departments and the work of HR practitioners. Therefore, 

in this dissertation I address the following question: 

What are the characteristics and manifestations of paradoxical HRM tensions, 

and how do they interact and are responded to? 

 I expect that in addressing this question, I contribute to the field of HRM and 

advance towards establishing the paradox mode of theorizing. 

To be more specific, I distinguish the contribution of this dissertation to HRM 

studies in terms of its conceptual, theoretical, and methodological implications. 

Though the main purpose of this dissertation is to contribute to research, I also 

translate its potential implications for the practice of HRM. Hence, the research 

and practice implications of the three essays and the overall thesis are integrated 

and discussed in the following sections. 

In terms of the contribution to HRM research, in this dissertation I examine and 

explain the characteristics, manifestations, interactions between, and responses 

to paradoxical HRM tensions. To that end, I integrate the framework of endemic 

organizational paradoxes (Smith & Lewis, 2011) and the literature on functional 

transformation to examine the nature and the manifestation of these paradoxes 

in the HRM context. In turn, I build on a range of established theories from the 

broader management and organization studies to ground the proposed concepts 
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of HRM paradoxes. These theories help describe the paradoxical nature of HRM 

tensions in terms of the characteristics of competing demands that create them, 

and of the crucial dynamics both within and between the tensions. In particular, 

I build on the seminal studies of the paradoxical learning modes (March, 1991), 

organizing processes (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967), occupational logics (Freidson, 

2001), and practitioner roles (Floyd & Lane, 2000) to describe the paradoxes in 

HRM and explain their characteristics and interactions. 

I expect that these advances establish a valuable conceptual foundation for the 

studies of tensions in HRM. In addition to enhancing the ‘conceptual precision’, 

this work also pushes theoretical boundaries and challenges the assumptions of 

the prevailing modes of HRM theorizing, highlighting their limitations, pointing 

to the development needs, and proposing solutions (Corley & Gioia, 2011). Thus, 

the paradox theorizing contests the prevailing negative connotations of tensions 

and shifts research focus from discrete ‘either/or’ choices to ‘both/and’ theories. 

Such theories alter the research expectations and change the dependent variable 

from a single dimension of the tension to the simultaneous pursuit of competing 

demands. The studies of ambidextrous organizations offer relevant example and 

treat the exploitation and exploration as interdependent, nonsubstitutable, and 

complementary activities that should be pursued at the same time, and thus are 

measured in interaction (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; Lubatkin et al., 2006). 

The Essays 2 and 3 advance this idea and highlight not only the contradictions, 

but also complementarities between the competing demands. In addition to the 

interactions between the competing elements within a paradox, I also formulate 

and examine interactions between different paradoxes. In Essay 2, I suggest that 

the organizing paradox between global integration and local adaptation at MNC 

level also creates the paradox at the unit level, between replicating the corporate 

HRM practices and adapting these practices to be internalized among local unit 

actors. This, in turn, entails the learning paradox and requires HR departments 

to foster capabilities in both operational and strategic domains at the same time. 
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In Essay 3, I theorize that the performing and belonging practitioner paradoxes 

are embedded and coevolve within the competing occupational logics. However, 

tensions also emerge between the roles and identities, when role demands clash 

with HR practitioners’ understandings of their own values and success criteria. 

The Essays 2 and 3 illustrate the application of diverse theories that accept the 

coexistence and management of contradictions to understand the nature of and 

the relations between complex phenomena in HRM studies. Hence, the paradox 

theorizing surpasses the notions of conflict and trade-off, typical to extant HRM 

theories dealing with tensions, and seeks solutions that synergize the competing 

elements (Clegg et al., 2002). This also shifts the methodological approaches. 

Moreover, in terms of methodological contribution, this dissertation provides 

useful insights into the operationalization and analysis of paradoxical tensions. 

As I report in the Chapter 3 and further review in the Essay 2, statistical analyses 

of paradoxical tensions, particularly in ambidexterity studies, tend to design the 

measure of ambidexterity as an interaction (multiplication) of separate scales of 

exploitation and exploration (e.g. Junni et al., 2013; Lubatkin et al., 2006). This 

follows a theoretical argument that the competing elements are interrelated and 

form a non-substitutable combination (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004). The study 

in the Essay 2 supports this assumption and its operationalization, providing an 

example of how paradoxical tensions might be conceptualized, operationalized, 

and empirically examined in the HRM context. 

In turn, the Essay 3 advances a novel semantic network analysis of paradoxical 

tensions, which involves the machine-learning algorithm (Smith & Humphreys, 

2006) that integrates the central features of both content and network analyses. 

This method is seldom used in HRM research, but it offers significant potential 

in uncovering latent concepts, themes, and semantic relationships among them 

in textual data of varying scale (e.g. Platanou et al., 2018). The crucial benefit of 

this approach is the combination of statistical and graphical outputs that assists 

the exploration of latent linkages between concepts and supports interpretation. 
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In addition, the machine-learning algorithm learns concept definitions from the 

source data rather than imposed codes, which facilitates data analysis in diverse 

contexts while also improving the validity and replicability of results. 

To summarize, this doctoral dissertation seeks to push theoretical boundaries, 

enhance conceptual precision, and integrate established theories from a broader 

management field to provide theoretical contribution to HRM studies (Corley & 

Gioia, 2011; Fawcett et al., 2014). Combined with methodological development, 

I believe that this research helps outline the central principles and assumptions, 

define the core concepts and explain their interaction, and direct the application 

and examination of theories about tensions and paradoxes in the HRM context. 

Taken together, I hope that these advances constitute a step towards developing 

the paradox mode of theorizing in the human resource management field. 

The paradox mode of theorizing also offers a significant potential to advance the 

practice of HRM and contribute to the work HR practitioners. Perhaps the most 

important practitioner takeaway from this research is the notion of paradoxical 

thinking. In addition to the theoretical perspective, paradox refers to the specific 

way of perceiving and making sense of social and organizational reality, one that 

appreciates its complexities, contradictions, and often latent interrelations. This 

makes paradox a powerful sense- and decision-making device that could enable 

practitioners to navigate and “work through” paradoxes in search of sustainable 

solutions (Lüscher & Lewis, 2008). The management of paradoxes requires that 

practitioners accept the interrelations between competing demands and exploit 

their development potential through synergy (Clegg et al., 2002; Smith & Lewis, 

2011). Hence, this thesis may provide impetus for HR practitioners to recognize 

the competing demands in their practice and pursue synergistic solutions. 

The Essays 2 and 3 offer more specific contribution to HRM practice based on 

the empirical studies. Thus, the Essay 2 highlights the benefits of the concurrent 
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development of operational and strategic HRM capabilities in MNC units, which 

supports the simultaneous implementation and internalization of the corporate 

HRM practices in local units. This research reveals novel insights into the nature 

of the operational and strategic HRM activities (Pritchard, 2010), with potential 

implication for the distribution of these activities across organizational subunits 

(Ulrich et al., 2008), and in the MNC context (Stiles, 2012). To be more specific, 

I speculate that the structural HR ambidexterity at the organization level might 

augment the contextual ambidexterity at the unit level. 

I propose that MNC subsidiaries often lack internal capacities for exploitation 

and exploration (see Kauppila, 2010), but can augment these capacities with the 

knowledge from the headquarters, through for instance the transfer of practices. 

Hence, MNCs might encourage moderate levels of exploitation and exploration 

in their units (contextual ambidexterity), sufficient to learn from the parent and 

from combining the new and existing knowledge. In turn, MNCs might integrate 

and coordinate the exploitative and explorative knowledge in units, augmenting 

their internal capabilities through efficiencies and the transfer of practices from 

other units or developed at the corporate level (structural ambidexterity). Other 

internal structural solutions that extend unit’s capacities include shared services 

and centers of expertise (Evans, Pucik, & Björkman, 2011). The empirical results 

in this paper indicate that structural means of control and coordination support 

the practice adoption units, but it also depends on ambidextrous capabilities. 

In turn, empirical results in the Essay 3 imply the separation of the managerial 

and professional logics at the occupation level. I speculate that this could reflect 

the increasing segmentation of occupational identities among HR practitioners, 

at times mentioned in literature (Cohen, 2015; Pritchard, 2010; Wright, 2008). 

This insight might be relevant to HR practitioners, their collective associations, 

but also to educators. This research might raise awareness among practitioners 

about the changes in their occupation, and the current standards and notions of 

professionalisms. Some practitioners could aspire to adopt paradoxical thinking 
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in their practice. Professional HR associations perform an important role in the 

construction and legitimation of professional identities and could actively seek 

synergies or at least a balance between the opposing logics. The development of 

CIPD’s principles is a positive step in this direction. Last but not least, educators 

in HR-related areas could also raise awareness among the aspiring practitioners 

about competing logics and role demands, and ongoing occupational changes. 

This doctoral dissertation benefits from and is inspired by multiple classical and 

recent works of Legge and Exley (1975), March (1991), Evans (1999), Smith and 

Lewis (2011), Singh and Jayanti (2013), and many others on contradictions and 

paradoxes in organizations. It also makes a decent contribution to the studies of 

specific tensions, including the relationship between ambidextrous capabilities 

and HRM practice transfer; and the interaction between competing institutional 

logics, occupational identities, and practitioner roles. I discuss the implications 

of this research in the preceding sections and in the individual essays. However, 

where this dissertation derives its true value is in stepping “on the edge” (Evans, 

1999: 336) of the HRM field and capitalizing on significant developments in the 

neighboring areas to better understand the tensions that have been pervasive in 

HR occupation for decades (Legge & Exley, 1975; Boselie et al., 2009). 

The ultimate aspiration of this dissertation project is to provide a springboard 

for future research (MacInnis, 2011) on tensions, contradictions, and paradoxes 

in HRM. I hope that this thesis contributes to advancing studies, education, and 

the practice of managing people, facilitating the pursuit of synergistic solutions 

to tensions. To that end, I have explored some of the fundamental paradoxes of 

the HR function and its practitioners, often deemed inherent to HRM. However, 

there is a multitude of other persistent tensions in HRM theory and practice that 

the paradox mode can help theorize and examine. These tensions include short- 

and long-term development, build and buy decisions, actual and intended HRM 
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practices, individual- and group-based incentives, to name but a few. Moreover, 

tensions are evolving. Fast advances in artificial intelligence and robotics create 

new tensions between human and non-human, natural and artificial, producing 

new challenges to ethics and expertise. HRM theories should be better equipped 

to address these challenges and the paradox mode could be crucial. 

In addition, the outline and examination of paradoxes in this dissertation only 

scratches the surface of complex and dynamic relationships between competing 

learning modes, organizing processes, and practitioner identities and roles. The 

HRM studies should continue examining how paradoxes emerge, co-evolve, and 

could be managed. Particular attention needs to be paid to the nested and inter-

related nature of paradoxes, dynamic interactions between competing poles, the 

emotional and cognitive implications of paradoxes, and to advancing even more 

complex theorizing that goes beyond the dualistic forces (see Smith et al., 2017). 

Over the past half a decade there has been an increase in studies of paradoxical 

tensions in HRM (see Aust et al., 2015; Gerpott, 2015; Keegan et al., 2018; Link 

& Müller, 2015), following the seminal publication of Smith and Lewis (2011) on 

the metatheoretical perspective of paradox. However, this research still remains 

episodic and rather fragmented in terms of defining and studying the paradoxes. 

Indeed, what paradox is, what are its characteristics, how paradoxes emerge, 

are experienced in practice, and at times responded to, all remain essential and 

relevant concerns that need further examination and development. At the same 

time, the current use of the paradox mode in HRM has remained rather limited 

in the range of theories used to address these issues. I suggest that future studies 

should integrate the existing research for a common mode of theorizing, but also 

deepen its theoretical range to benefit from rich traditions of theorizing tensions 

in organizations. This thesis hopes to provide a foundation for these studies. 
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