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Abstract
The complexity of current social and environmental grand challenges generates many conflicts and tensions at the individual, 
organization and/or systems levels.  Paradox theory has emerged as a promising way to approach such a complexity of corpo-
rate sustainability going beyond the instrumental business-case perspective and achieving superior sustainability performance. 
However, the fuzziness in the empirical use of the concept of “paradox” and the absence of a systems perspective limits its 
potential. In this paper, we perform a systematic review and content analysis of the empirical literature related to paradox and 
sustainability, offering a useful guide for researchers who intend to adopt the concept of “paradox” empirically. Our analysis 
provides a comprehensive account of the uses of the construct - which allows the categorization of the literature into three 
distinct research streams: 1) paradoxical tensions, 2) paradoxical frame/thinking, and 3) paradoxical actions/strategies - and 
a comprehensive overview of the findings that emerge in each of the three. Further, by adopting a system perspective, we 
propose a theoretical framework that considers possible interconnections across the identified paradoxical meanings and 
different levels of analysis (individual, organizational, systems) and discuss key research gaps emerging. Finally, we  reflect  
on the role a clear notion of paradox can have in supporting business ethics scholars in developing a more “immanent” evalu-
ation of corporate sustainability, overcoming the current instrumental view.
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Introduction

The major social and environmental challenges of our 
time – such as climate change, biodiversity loss, modern 
slavery, and social inequality (Ferraro et al., 2015; Figge & 
Hahn, 2020; Whiteman et al., 2013) – are generating increas-
ing pressure on social and environmental systems (Grewatsch 
et al., 2021). These challenges, which are commonly defined 
as wicked problems (Rittel & Webber, 1973), are character-
ized by complex dynamics resulting from the deep intercon-
nections among the social, environmental, and economic ele-
ments involved, which often enter into contraposition and 
generate multiple tensions (Haffar & Searcy, 2017; Hahn 
et al., 2018; Pecl et al., 2017). Due to the more frequent 

consequences of extreme weather events, growing consumer 
pressure, and increasingly stringent regulations, companies 
increasingly need to address multiple demands that may 
conflict with each other—for example, economic stability 
versus required social/environmental goals—tensions are 
a tangible and unavoidable experience for companies that 
seriously deal with sustainability issues (Hahn et al., 2010). 
Thus, to address the complexity of such conflicts, a holistic 
and system-based perspective is needed (Ergene et al., 2020; 
Schad & Bansal, 2018; Whiteman et al., 2013).

The mainstream approach to sustainability in both 
research and practice, which is known as the business case 
(Hahn et al., 2014, 2018), has proved unfit for this purpose, 
as it considers social and environmental issues merely as 
means to increase the economic performance of compa-
nies (Ergene et al., 2020; Figge & Hahn, 2020). Indeed, the 
complexity of sustainability demands is making it clear to 
companies that these elements are a real challenge for their 
current and future stability, and for this reason cannot be 
put on the back burner or approached with a narrow focus 
on profitability, but have to be addressed in their own value 
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and simultaneously with the core activities of the business. 
This instrumental approach to corporate sustainability is 
contested also within the business ethics literature, because 
it reduces social and environmental concerns to mere invest-
ments made for economic gain instead than contexts for eth-
ical decision-making (Johnsen, 2021). Meanwhile, paradox 
theory is emerging as a promising alternative to investigate 
and frame the nature and management of corporate sustain-
ability issues. In contrast to the business case approach, par-
adox theory considers social, environmental, and economic 
concerns as opposing yet interrelated elements that exist 
simultaneously and persist over time (Schad et al., 2016; 
Smith & Lewis, 2011), making it capable of overcoming the 
instrumental view of sustainability (Johnsen, 2021).

Despite the recent burgeoning of this literature, the 
potential of paradox theory in informing corporate sus-
tainability research and practice is still limited, given the 
lack of clarity around the use and meaning of the concept 
of “paradox”. Paradox still appears as a “fuzzy concept”, 
which is defined as “one which possess[es] two or more 
alternative meanings and thus cannot be reliably identified 
or applied by different readers or scholars” (Markusen, 
2003, p. 702). Indeed, the construct has been used to 
refer to divergent phenomena, making emerging find-
ings difficult to compare (Cao et al., 2009) and leaving 
the implications of relevant studies unclear. Furthermore, 
its applications have failed to include a systems perspec-
tive, focusing instead only on the individual or organiza-
tional level of analysis. However, wicked problems, such 
as conflicts between economic, social, and environmental 
demands and goals, are characterized by multilayer con-
nections between levels (Grewatsch et al., 2021; Williams 
et al., 2017); to effectively comprehend such tensions and 
implement actions capable of improving social and natural 
conditions, a systems perspective is needed (Bansal et al., 
2020; Grewatsch et al., 2021; Schad & Bansal, 2018).

With this limitations in mind, this study proposes a 
framework for understanding the uses and meanings of 
paradox in corporate sustainability research, taking a 
systems perspective and with the aim to make this con-
cept clearer and more effective for scholars, managers, 
and organizations. To achieve this result, we performed a 
systematic literature review and content analysis based 
on empirical publications that adopted paradox theory in 
addressing corporate sustainability issues. We identify 
three uses of the concept of paradox (i.e., detective, sense-
making, and responsive) and three connected meanings 
(i.e., paradoxical tensions, paradoxical frame/thinking, 
and paradoxical actions/strategies), which allow us to cat-
egorize the existing literature into three distinct research 
streams. Furthermore, we provide a map of the existing 
research gaps, adopting a systems perspective and discuss-
ing its implications for business ethics research.

The contributions of this study are threefold. First, we 
contribute to paradox and sustainability literature (Hahn 
et al., 2018) by disentangling the different meanings the con-
cept has assumed to study sustainability tensions. Accord-
ingly, we propose a thematic map that categorizes the litera-
ture into three distinct (but not isolated) research streams; 
representing a useful guide for researchers and practitioners 
who intend to take stock of existing knowledge and iden-
tify future research opportunities. By addressing the lack of 
clarity in its empirical use, we reduce the fuzziness of the 
paradox concept and thus support developing its potential 
as a construct for framing corporate sustainability. Second, 
in line with Williams et al. (2017) and Schad and Bansal 
(2018), we provide a theoretical framework that can be used 
to understand the role of paradox in sustainability; taking a 
systems approach and accounting for the interconnections 
that can occur across meanings of paradox and across levels 
of analysis (i.e., individuals, organizations, and systems). 
We also suggest directions for future research spotting key 
research gaps in the relevant literature. Accordingly we aim 
at enabling scholars to better investigate and understand 
the complex nature of corporate sustainability issues and 
provide a broader impact. Finally, by highlighting future 
research opportunities related to the intersection between the 
concept of paradox and business ethics literature, we con-
tribute to business ethics research by suggesting how para-
dox theory can be used to support the development of a more 
“immanent” evaluation of sustainability, one that  challenges 
the normative principles of the instrumental approach and 
that values what can be done by business actors when there 
is no a priori knowledge about what forms of sustainability 
are possible (Johnsen, 2021). While corporate social respon-
sibility (CSR) and sustainability have long been central top-
ics in business ethics discussions (Calabretta et al., 2017; 
Liu et al., 2019; Robertson, 2008), our framework allows 
to identify how paradox theory can support business ethics 
scholars in “deepen[ing] [their] engagement with the social 
to understand, evaluate and guide action in dialogue with 
society” (Islam & Greenwood, 2021, p. 1) in front of the 
today's pressing social and environmental grand challenges.

Theoretical Background

The Concept of Paradox

The concept of paradox in management research dates back 
in the late 1970s and 1980s; as it started to be suggested as 
a proper lens for investigating organizational phenomena 
(see Carmine & Smith, 2021; Schad et al., 2016). The theo-
retical underpinnings for the development of this new lens 
were philosophers and political scientists, such as Hegel, 
Marx, and Engels (Benson, 1977), especially their work on 
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dialectics (Hargrave & Van de Ven, 2017); communication 
authors and sociologists, such as Taylor, Bateson, and Watz-
lawick (Putnam, 1986); and psychodynamic scholars, such as 
Jung, Adler, Frankel, and Freud (Smith & Berg, 1987). More 
recently, Smith and Lewis (2000, 2011) brought together these 
different traditions and conceptualized the theory of paradox 
in a more comprehensive way. This concept of paradox—
defining as “contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist 
simultaneously and persist over time” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, 
p. 382)—is bounded by three core characteristics:

• Opposition paradoxes involve organizational elements 
that “seem logical in isolation, but absurd and irrational 
when appearing simultaneously” (Lewis, 2000).

• Interdependence these opposing elements must be inex-
tricably related; they must be “two sides of the same 
coin” (Lewis, 2000).

• Persistence these tensions cannot be definitively resolved 
because they “persist over time” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, 
p. 382).

The concept of paradox has been used by scholars to inves-
tigate multiple issues, as paradox theory is a theoretical lens 
that can offer useful insights into a variety of organizational 
phenomena (Lewis & Smith, 2014), such as change (Lüscher 
& Lewis, 2008), coopetition (Raza-Ullah, 2020), hybridity 
(Smith & Besharov, 2019), identity (Sheep et al., 2017), inno-
vation and ambidexterity (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009), and 
leadership (Lewis et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2010). Recently, 
it has also been adopted to investigate sustainability issues 
because of its ability to offer better insights into the complex-
ity of corporate sustainability (Hahn et al., 2014, 2015, 2018).

The Multidimensional Nature of Corporate 
Sustainability

Corporate sustainability regards the implementation of the 
sustainable development concept, which states that eco-
nomic development in the present should not compromise 
the possibility of future generations to satisfy their needs 
(WCED, 1987). The concept of corporate sustainability has 
evolved over time, generating different definitions that are 
still debated (Bansal & Song, 2017; Montiel, 2008; Montiel 
& Delgado-Ceballos, 2014). The evolution the concept has 
first emphasized the environmental dimensions, identifying 
corporate sustainability as ecological sustainability (Shriv-
astava, 1995; Starik & Rands, 1995), then the development 
of the concept has led to highlight the threefold nature of this 
construct, defining corporate sustainability in terms of envi-
ronmental, social, and economic dimensions (Bansal & Song, 
2017; Gladwin et al., 1995). Nowadays, the concept has 
largely assumed this more comprehensive meaning, where 
the three dimensions of sustainability are interconnected.

In this work, we have adopted this approach, which had 
its first operationalization in the triple bottom line (TBL) 
framework (Carter & Rogers, 2008; Elkington, 1998). In 
the TBL framework social, environmental, and economic 
dimensions need to be satisfied simultaneously; thus, to be 
sustainable, companies need to preserve natural and social 
capital while running their business activities, which guar-
antees their economic sustainability over a long period (Dyl-
lick & Hockerts, 2002). According to this framework, cor-
porate sustainability is identified as the intersection of three 
principles (i.e., environmental integrity, social equity, and 
economic prosperity), which are interdependent but intrin-
sically related. Indeed, each of these principles represents 
a necessary but not sufficient condition; if any of the prin-
ciples is not supported, economic development will not be 
sustainable (Bansal, 2005).

When such a multidimensional perspective is adopted 
to define corporate sustainability, its inherent complexity 
of corporate sustainability emerges. In this work, we adopt 
Bansal’s (2005) perspective on corporate sustainability, 
which allows us to underline its multidimensional nature 
(i.e., where social, environmental, and economic elements 
are intrinsically related) (Haffar & Searcy, 2017; Hahn et al., 
2010; Reinecke & Ansari, 2016). As economic, social, and 
environmental aspects involve desirable yet interdependent 
and conflicting demands and objectives, corporate sustain-
ability issues entail multiple tensions, contradictions, and 
conflicts that might undermine companies’ sustainability 
efforts.

Operationalizations of Paradox in Corporate 
Sustainability Studies

Firms are always confronted with tensions in their activi-
ties, but corporate sustainability is particularly character-
ized by inherent tensions; economic, social, environmental, 
concerns “reside at different levels, require change processes 
or operate in conflicting temporal and spatial frames” (Hahn 
et al., 2015, p. 301), and provide companies with multiple 
objective functions that can collide and generate conflicts 
(Jensen, 2001). Examples of these conflicts are standardiza-
tion and efficiency vs. advancing environmental and social 
practices (Joseph et al., 2020), product quality vs. use of 
recycled/recovered raw materials (Daddi et al., 2019).

As conceptualized by Hahn et al., (2014, 2018), two 
approaches can be adopted in front of corporate sustainabil-
ity tensions: the business case or the paradox perspective. 
The business case approach, which is widely used, inter-
prets the conflicts between socio-environmental elements 
and economic ones as trade-offs, so the economic pole of the 
contradiction is finally emphasized over the others. Social 
and environmental issues become investments to achieve 
economic benefits—the true objective function of companies 
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(Barnett et al., 2021; Jensen, 2001); just issues that allow 
win–win solutions are considered (Van der Byl & Slawin-
ski, 2015). On the contrary, paradox theory frames conflicts 
between economic and socio-environmental demands and 
goals as paradoxes and thus accepts the tensions by address-
ing and managing the opposing poles simultaneously instead 
than picking one (Gao & Bansal, 2013; Hahn et al., 2015). 
Framing sustainability tensions through a paradox lens ena-
bles scholars to consider the complexity of sustainability 
problems, the intrinsic value of social and environmental 
elements, and their systemic nature.

While there is a clear consensus on the theoretical defi-
nition of paradox—leveraging the general definitions pro-
vided by Smith and Lewis (2011) and its conceptualization 
in corporate sustainability (Hahn et al., 2010, 2014, 2015, 
2018)—the application of the concept in corporate sustain-
ability studies is characterized by heterogeneous uses and 
meanings, which undermine the great potential of this theo-
retical frame. For example, the notion of paradox has been 
applied to identify concepts as diverse as both tensions (e.g., 
Daddi et al., 2019) and the strategies to tackle them (e.g., 
van Hille et al., 2019, p. 6).

Let us consider the literature review by Van der Byl and 
Slawinski (2015) as a narrative example. There is inherent 
ambiguity in the use of the construct because the authors 
simultaneously introduced different meanings at different 
levels of analysis without clearly defining and separating 
them. The concept of paradox seems to be adoptable equally 
to study tensions—“the paradox lens offers much promise 
to sustainability researchers looking to understand the ten-
sions firms face when trying to be more socially or environ-
mentally responsible” (p. 71), actions—“this lens has been 
developed to explain how companies attend to contradic-
tory demands simultaneously” (p. 71), and thinking—“this 
entails a shift in approach to paradoxical thinking, meaning 
that managers and organizations must be capable of pulling 
together disparate elements” (p. 65)—in sustainability. A 
conceptual distinction between the different meanings and 
the levels of analysis to which they refer is missing and this 
makes the use of concept blurred.

Because of this conceptual confusion between uses and 
meanings, paradox in the sustainability literature can be 
defined as a fuzzy concepts—“an entity, phenomenon or 
process which possesses two or more alternative meanings 
and thus cannot be reliably identified or applied by different 
readers or scholars” (Markusen, 2003). Such an ambiguity 
contaminates its applications in empirical studies too, as the 
same concept is used with different meanings at different 
units of analysis, leading scholars to believe that “they are 
addressing the same phenomena but may actually be target-
ing quite different ones” (Markusen, 2003).

The ambiguity in the use makes current findings diffi-
cult to compare across studies because of the heterogeneous 

meanings and levels being investigated, affecting the possi-
bility for researchers to compare and systemize the emerging 
evidence and the usefulness of research findings for practi-
tioners. Practical implications remain blurred; it is not clear 
whether, for example, it is important for companies and indi-
vidual actors to detect paradoxical tensions in sustainability, 
whether organizations need to train managers in order to 
develop a paradoxical mindset for coping with sustainabil-
ity challenges (Carollo & Guerci, 2018; Wei et al., 2019), 
or whether they need to implement paradoxical strategies 
in order to manage competing elements of sustainability 
(Joseph et al., 2020; Slawinski & Bansal, 2012).

Therefore, the research questions guiding the present 
work are as follows: How has the concept of paradox been 
used in empirical research on corporate sustainability? What 
can sustainability literature learn from the existing empirical 
research? Indeed, the classification and conceptualization of 
the existing uses of paradox is needed to support scholars in 
better understanding the meanings involved (e.g., Lüdeke-
Freund et al., 2018).

Research Methods

To avoid ambiguities and misunderstandings about the 
uses and meanings of paradox in empirical sustainability 
research, this study conducts a systemic review of the empir-
ical literature. In order to identify the relevant publications 
in a rigorous and reliable manner, we structured the analysis 
along the eight-steps process developed by Tranfield et al. 
(2003), Denyer and Tranfield (2009), and Williams et al. 
(2017), complemented by an additional step—a snowballing 
procedure—to further verify for the possible exclusion of 
potentially useful articles (Wohlin, 2014). Accordingly, the 
entire review process consisted of nine steps, a screening of 
the published literature based on selected keywords, and a 
content analysis.

Determine Relevance of the Review and the Research 
Question. The first step involved defining whether review-
ing the empirical papers adopting paradox theory to study 
corporate sustainability was necessary. As stated in the 
introduction, reviewing the empirical literature can clarify 
the empirical uses and operationalizations of the construct 
and offer a more integrated picture of the use of paradox 
theory in sustainability studies. Searches in ISI and SCO-
PUS returned no reviews focusing specifically on this topic. 
Another initial, essential step for a systematic literature 
review is to define clear research questions that facilitate 
the analysis of the study. As motivated in the previous para-
graphs, the questions mentioned above were defined: How 
has the concept of paradox been used in empirical research 
on corporate sustainability? What can sustainability litera-
ture learn from the existing empirical research?
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Definition of Temporal Boundaries and the Search 
Area. The third stage outlined the research boundaries. 
Initially, a specific period was not delimited to ensure that 
all relevant papers were included. An examination of the 
initial set of collected papers revealed that only 15% of the 
articles had been published prior to 2007. This year is an 
important threshold because in their review Van der Byl 
and Slawinski (2015) identified the first article to adopt 
the construct of paradox in sustainability as being pub-
lished in 2007 (Berger et al., 2007). The titles and abstracts 
of papers published prior to 2007 were analyzed to avoid 
omitting any potential paradox articles, but none proved 
relevant to this analysis. Thus, the period considered was 
from 2007 to September 2021, when the manuscript has 
been submitted. Given that the existing literature is recent 
and addresses various subfields no restrictions on journal 
articles were imposed; differently from existing reviews that 
focused only on management top journals (Van der Byl & 
Slawinski, 2015). All articles that were published or in press 
in peer-reviewed academic journals, as presented in the data 
sources used for the analysis, were considered. To ensure 
the quality of the selected documents, the present study 
opted to run the research in two well-established scientific 
databases (ISI Web of Science and SCOPUS), the editorial 
standards of which include timeliness (i.e., regular periodic-
ity), peer review of original research content, international-
ity of authors and editors, openness of the editorial board, 
and availability of titles and abstracts in English (Chavarro 
et al., 2018).

Development of the Search String and Inclusion Cri-
teria. The next step was to develop a string of keywords 
to capture articles that focused on corporate sustainability 
tensions and adopted the concept of paradox. We adopted 
keywords used in the review by Van der Byl and Slawin-
ski’s (2015), with minor changes.1 The search string was 
as follows: (environmental performance OR environmental 
management OR environmental policy OR environmental 
issues OR natural environment OR pollution OR corporate 
sustainability OR sustainable development OR corporate 
social responsibility OR sustainability management OR 
business sustainability OR corporate responsibility) AND 
(dilemma* OR paradox* OR tension* OR integrative). Then, 
the inclusion and exclusion criteria were also developed in 
this step to define the papers that would be accepted in the 
final review. The inclusion criteria were as follows:

 (i) Empirical papers because the purpose of the review 
was to study how the concept of paradox is empiri-
cally applied in the field of corporate sustainability.

 (ii) Papers that address sustainability issues and tensions.
 (iii) Papers that use the concept of paradox, as defined 

by Lewis (2000), Schad et al. (2016), and Smith and 
Lewis (2011).

Choice of the Database and Search Mode. The fifth step 
defined the databases in which the review would be con-
ducted. As mentioned above, to ensure the reliability and 
quality of the research, this review relies on two scientific 
databases, ISI and SCOPUS, as they are among the most 
commonly used, recurrent, and reliable (see, e.g., Haffar 
& Searcy, 2017; Williams et al., 2017). The search using 
the keyword string described above was performed in both 
databases to improve the consistency of the review and to 
capture potential articles. The research focuses on titles, 
abstracts, and the contents of papers in ISI and on titles, 
abstracts, and keywords in SCOPUS. Only papers published 
in English and categorized in the subareas of management 
(in ISI) or business, management, and accounting (in SCO-
PUS) were considered. Finally, the lists of articles found in 
the two databases were merged, and duplicates were deleted.

Developing Article Database and Snowballing Proce-
dure. The sixth step involved screening titles and abstracts 
according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria defined in 
step four. If the adoption of the paradox construct was not 
clear, the entire paper was analyzed to decide on its inclusion 
in the final set.  Of the articles published between 2007 and 
2021, 60% were empirical papers, 30% were theoretical, and 
10% were literature reviews. For the purpose of the analysis, 
in the sample, the identified papers focused on corporate 
sustainability tensions and applied the concept of paradox. 
Only 41 papers were identified as empirical research adopt-
ing this construct (see Fig. 1). While the keywords captured 
many studies (because the terms “paradox,” “dilemma,” and 
“tensions” are common in the sustainability literature), only 
a small number of the identified studies adopted the paradox 
concept. Such papers either explicitly referenced paradox 
theory or were identified via an inductive analysis of the 
content using the definitions provided by Smith and Lewis 
(2011) and Hahn et al. (2018).

A forward and backward snowballing procedure was car-
ried out on the initial set of papers to further improve the 
reliability of the review (Wohlin, 2014). The snowballing 
procedure described by Wohlin (2014) has two main phases. 
The first one, backward snowballing, involves screening 
the references of each paper in an initial set according to 
previously defined criteria. The second, forward snowball-
ing, involves screening papers that quote the articles in the 
set. The resulting papers make up a second set to which 
the snowballing process is again applied. The procedure 

1 Some of the words considered by Van der Byl and Slawinski (win–
win, business case, trade-off) were excluded to delimit the research 
to the concept of paradox; their contribution had a broader focus on 
sustainability tensions management.
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ends when no new articles are captured by either forward or 
backward snowballing. The snowballing process was applied 
in three separate rounds, adopting the same inclusion and 
exclusion criteria defined above, and resulted in the addi-
tion of 12 articles to the review.2 Therefore, 53 papers were 
included in the review (see Table 1). The PRISMA flow dia-
gram (Liberati et al., 2009; Moher et al., 2009) describes the 
screening process that allows to identify those papers, and 
list the number of papers excluded in each step (see Fig. 1).

Descriptive and Thematic Analysis. The last two meth-
odological stages concerned the analysis of the selected 
papers. Step eight is the bibliometric analysis of the sam-
ple. Afterward, in step nine, a qualitative content analysis 
was performed to capture “the meanings associated with 
messages rather than with the number of times message 
variables occur” (Frey et al., 2000, p. 237). For the content 
analysis, ATLAS.ti software (ATLAS.ti Scientific Soft-
ware Development GmbH, Berlin, Germany) was used to 
search for recurring patterns in the papers’ contents and, 
on the basis of those patterns, inductively defined structural 

categories. Codes concerning the uses and meanings of para-
dox emerged inductively from the texts.

A Map of Paradox Theory Adoption 
in Corporate Sustainability Research

What is Paradox and How is It Adopted in Corporate 
Sustainability

This study aims to shed light on how scholars have used 
the concept of paradox to investigate corporate sustainabil-
ity tensions. To do this, we build on seminal contributions 
that address other fuzzy concepts, such as absorptive capac-
ity and ambidexterity (Cao et al., 2009; Lane et al., 2006). 
These studies conducted detailed analyses examining the 
ambiguity of the proposed constructs to assess how they had 
been used and to unpack their inherent characteristics, and 
we mimicked their efforts by conducting our own detailed 
analysis. The contents of collected papers were analyzed by 
adopting a general inductive coding process in which a par-
ticular set of ideas was grouped in an upper-level conceptual 
category (Corbin & Strauss, 1998; Saldana, 2013). Through 
an inductive coding process, the concept’s uses emerged. 
This process highlighted recurring patterns of how scholars 
use the construct of paradox to study corporate sustainability 

Fig. 1  PRISMA flow diagram 
modified from Liberati et al. 
(2009)
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2 A common feature of the articles collected via snowballing is a 
focus on the social aspects of sustainability, which were not fully cap-
tured in the string developed by Van der Byl and Slawinski (2015) 
or in studies in which the use of paradox theory was not clear and 
explicit.
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and allowed us to group the into upper-level conceptual 
categories.

Based on the reading of the papers and the coding pro-
cess, we reveal that the concept of paradox is used in three 
ways in corporate sustainability research: (1) detective use, 
(2) sensemaking use, and (3) responsive use.3 However, the 
different ways in which scholars empirically use this con-
struct influence its meaning. In other words, the use of a con-
cept shapes its conceptual content. Indeed, in the selected 
works, the concept of paradox acquired three precise mean-
ings as a consequence of its three uses: (1) paradoxical ten-
sions, (2) paradoxical frame/thinking, and (3) paradoxical 
actions/strategies. Consequently, this identification of the 
three meanings allows us to categorize the existing hetero-
geneous literature into three distinct research streams with 
clear contents and well-defined conceptual boundaries and 
each grouped around a specific meaning. Figure 2 offers a 
graphical representation of our findings.

Detective Use of Paradox

The label detective use indicates when scholars adopt the 
construct of paradox as an analytical tool through which they 
investigate the nature of sustainability tensions; they detect 
which tensions can be considered paradoxes by utilizing the 
definition provided by Smith and Lewis (2011): paradoxes 
are “contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist simul-
taneously and persist over time” (p. 382). In other words, 
researchers use the concept of paradox as an external theo-
retical lens to examine the sustainability tensions present 

in the phenomenon under scrutiny (Morris et al., 1999), 
attempting to detect whether those tensions are paradoxical. 
An example that illustrates the detective use of paradox is 
found in González-González et al.’s (2019) study: “given the 
contradictory and dialectic nature of CSR, we use paradox 
in our study as a conceptual framework and analytical tool 
to enable us make sense of the consubstantial paradoxical 
tensions in CSR” (p. 3).

The detective use of the paradox constitutes a suitable 
approach to disentangling the complexity of corporate sus-
tainability, making it clear which are the major challenges 
that cannot and should not be dismissed by individuals and 
organizations. Therefore, researchers should use paradox in 
a detective way (i.e., as an analytical tool) when they are 
interested in shedding light on the complexity of specific 
corporate sustainability domains. This approach can be 
useful in different management fields (e.g., strategy, organi-
zational behavior, and business ethics) to identify, investi-
gate, and highlight for business practitioners the nature of 
the paradoxical conflicts that individuals and organizations 
must deal with.

This specific use of paradox shapes its meaning. Indeed, 
when paradox is used in a detective way, it takes on the 
meaning of “paradoxical tensions” in the context of cor-
porate sustainability. Paradoxical tensions thus constitute 
the first research stream that can be observed in existing 
studies, and 47% of the papers reviewed in our study were 
grouped in this category. In this research stream, scholars 
are focusing their efforts on detecting paradoxical tensions 
that characterize different sustainability domains, such as 
TBL (Ozanne et al., 2016), Bottom of the Pyramid pro-
jects (Brix-Asala et al., 2021), CSR (Discua Cruz, 2020; 
González-González et al., 2019), green human resources 
(HR) management (Guerci & Carollo, 2016), hybridity 
(Reynolds & Holt, 2021), supply chain (Brix-Asala et al., 
2018; Schrage & Rasche, 2021; Zehendner et al., 2021), and 

Fig. 2  Uses, meanings, and 
research streams of paradox in 
corporate sustainability research
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3 In a few cases, two of the highlighted uses were present. Four 
adopted a detective use first but were followed by a responsive one. 
Four applied a detective use followed by a sensemaking one. One 
combined a sensemaking use and a responsive use.
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circular economy (Daddi et al., 2019). Paradoxical tensions 
are investigated both at the individual level of analysis (i.e., 
the paradoxical tensions experienced by an organization’s 
members or involving individual dimensions) (Carollo & 
Guerci, 2018) and at the organizational level of analysis 
(i.e., tensions experienced at the organizational level or ten-
sions among different organizations) (Longoni et al., 2019; 
Ozanne et al., 2016). Researchers are developing different 
ways to capture such paradoxical tensions, but only in a few 
cases do they empirically highlight the three constitutive 
aspects of paradox identified by Smith and Lewis (2011): 
interrelations, competition, and persistence. This finding 
points to the fact that measures of paradoxical tensions in 
sustainability are not yet well developed, as many studies 
generally refer to paradoxes without clearly distinguishing 
them from simple tensions. Therefore, while investigating 
sustainability tensions, researchers need to exercise more 
rigor in identifying the aspects of opposition, interrelation, 
and persistence within those tensions; this will enable them 
to correctly define the tensions as paradoxes.

Sensemaking Use of Paradox

In other articles, scholars consider paradox to be the cogni-
tive frame or way of thinking adopted by business actors in 
making sense of sustainability-related tensions (i.e., accept-
ing opposing corporate sustainability elements by framing 
these conflicts as paradoxes). By adopting a sensemaking 
use, scholars are able to study how individuals and organiza-
tions cognitively accept and integrate corporate sustainability 
tensions. For example, Busch et al. (2020) say, “we aimed to 
expand on existing theoretical developments, that is, sense-
making within paradox theory” (p. 2505). In the sensemaking 
use, the subject is not the researcher but the individual or 
the organization under investigation, who faces sustainabil-
ity tensions and makes sense of them through paradoxical 
thinking or paradoxical frame. Sensemaking is “the process 
through which individuals work to understand novel, unex-
pected or confusing events” (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014, 
p. 57). Thus, in the context of this use, the construct of para-
dox assumes the meaning of “a paradoxical frame or way of 
thinking” (38% of the reviewed papers). Making sense of 
sustainability tensions in a paradoxical way (Child, 2019; 
Soderstrom & Heinze, 2019) means adopting a both/and 
mentality according to which opposing sustainability goals 
are not interpreted as trade-offs but are instead accepted as 
interrelated aspects that require simultaneous consideration, 
without dismissing any of the poles (Hahn et al., 2014). For 
example, Ashraf et al. (2019) say, “when organizations hold 
a complex (or paradoxical) frame of sustainability with many 
elements, they ‘accept tensions and accommodate conflict-
ing yet interrelated economic, environmental, and social con-
cerns, rather than eliminate them’” (p. 3).

Thus, paradoxical frame/thinking is the second research 
stream that can be observed in the existing literature. Pub-
lications in this stream aim at investigating the cognitive 
frame through which managers or organizations deal with 
contradictions embedded in sustainability, accept them, and 
become aware of the importance of maintaining these com-
peting elements together. Paradoxical frame/thinking has 
been studied both at the individual level (i.e., how single 
managers make sense of tensions in corporate sustainability 
by considering competing elements simultaneously) and at 
the organizational level (i.e., how companies frame corporate 
sustainability tensions at the organizational level). Scholars in 
this research stream are investigating the processes that allow 
the development of a paradoxical frame/thinking (Carollo & 
Guerci, 2018; Sharma & Bansal, 2017; Smith & Besharov, 
2019). However, the implementation of this frame/thinking 
can be affected by individual and organizational factors, such 
as time horizon, organizational culture, and agency condi-
tions (Berger et al., 2007; Sharma & Jaiswal, 2018; Xiao 
et al., 2019). Moreover, findings in this research stream can 
benefit corporate practitioners, making them aware of poten-
tial ways to cognitively address sustainability tensions.

Responsive Use of Paradox

The label responsive use identifies cases where paradox is 
understood as the actions implemented by business actors to 
manage sustainability tensions (i.e., actions that integrate and 
purse competing social, environmental, and economic ele-
ments simultaneously). As for sensemaking use, the subject 
of this use is not the researcher but individuals and organiza-
tions under investigation and that manage sustainability ten-
sions through paradoxical responses, and this use of paradox 
was identified in 32% of the articles we reviewed. By adopt-
ing the concept of paradox in a responsive way, it assumes the 
meaning of “paradoxical actions/strategies” through which 
individuals and organizations can manage proactively oppos-
ing sustainability elements by simultaneously integrating 
them and without emphasizing only one goal.

Therefore, in our review of the selected literature, para-
doxical actions/strategies emerged as the third possible 
research stream. In this stream, scholars investigate the strat-
egies and actions implemented by companies, managers, and 
employees to cope with sustainability tensions and integrate 
conflicting sustainability goals, pursuing them simultane-
ously. The analysis are conducted at both the individual 
level (i.e., how the single managers or employees respond 
to sustainability-related tensions) (Hengst et al., 2020) and 
organizational level (i.e., organizational paradoxical strate-
gies implemented to address corporate sustainability ten-
sions) (Ashraf et al., 2019; Siegner et al., 2018; Slawinski & 
Bansal, 2012). Few studies embrace an interorganizational 
perspective (Schrage & Rasche, 2021).
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Inside this research stream, scholars are mainly studying 
the processes implemented to cope with sustainability ten-
sions (e.g., both/and responses, integrative strategies, sepa-
ration in time and space, juxtaposition, synthesis, ambitem-
porality, and ambidexterity), highlighting crucial contingent 
factors that influence paradoxical responses implementa-
tion and outcomes: (i) time (e.g., long time horizon, patient 
approach); (ii) space (e.g., creating a space for negotiations) 
(Battilana et al., 2015) and separation in different areas of 
roles, duties, goals, and demands; (iii) collaboration; and 
(iv) proactivity. Moreover, in these studies there is a belief 
that paradoxical responses can support better social, envi-
ronmental, and economic results (Ashraf et al., 2019; Peng 
et al., 2016); for example, through the regeneration of place 
(Slawinski et al., 2019) and development of sustainable busi-
ness models (Stubbs, 2019; van Bommel, 2018). However, 
knowledge on the outcomes of paradoxical actions/strategies 
is still underdeveloped.

The responsive use constitutes an effective approach 
(especially for strategy scholars) to investigating and detect-
ing the various practical responses adopted by individual 
and organizations to cope with tensions in corporate sus-
tainability in a both/and way. Therefore, researchers should 
approach paradox in a responsive way when they intend to 
understand how companies or organizational members can 
actively manage conflicting goals simultaneously and which 
outcomes might be generated by such actions. This research 
stream can generate useful knowledge for practitioners by 
showing what are the processes to integrate conflicting sus-
tainability goals, what resources are needed for implement-
ing these strategies, and what outcomes can be achieved.

A Systems Perspective on the Use of Paradox 
Theory in Corporate Sustainability Research

The research streams we have identified are conceptually 
distinct but not isolated from each other. Indeed, paradoxi-
cal tensions, paradoxical frame/thinking, and paradoxical 
actions/strategies can be investigated in terms of their inter-
connections and across different levels of analysis. Nev-
ertheless, the selected studies use the concept of paradox 
mainly with a linear perspective (i.e., with one meaning and 
at one level of analysis—either organizational or individual) 
to investigate corporate sustainability issues. For example, 
there are (1) studies that investigate paradoxical tensions 
at the organizational or interorganizational level (e.g., by 
“adopt[ing] a paradox theory to explore the paradoxical ten-
sions that arise in the HRM area when companies decide to 
pursue environmental sustainability goals”; Guerci & Car-
ollo, 2016, p. 213), (2) research that explores contributions 
related to paradoxical frame/thinking at the individual or 
organizational level (e.g., by “build[ing] on the argument 

that paradoxical frames are critical for understanding the 
success of sustainability initiatives”; Sharma & Jaiswal, 
2018, p. 292), and (3) research that examines paradoxical 
actions (e.g., by studying organizations that “actively [trig-
ger] place-based tensions, and then [manage] them paradoxi-
cally”; Slawinski et al., 2019).

However, the three meanings of paradox lead to three 
research streams that are distinct, with a clear and defined 
object of analysis, but that are not mutually exclusive. For 
this reason, it is crucial to connect such streams and investi-
gate how they can influence each other. Furthermore, most 
of the literature considers just one level of analysis at a 
time, ignoring the relationships between individuals and the 
organizations they belong to and between the organizations 
and the more general systems of which they are part. Failure 
to examine the possible interconnections across paradoxi-
cal tensions, paradoxical frame/thinking, and paradoxical 
actions/strategies leads to an over-simplification, limiting 
their understanding. We claim that a system perspective is 
needed—one that “focuses on the interconnections among 
elements in a system, arguing that a phenomenon cannot be 
explained only by analyzing its parts—one must understand 
the relationships among the parts” (Bansal & Song, 2017). 
Indeed, integration across paradoxical tensions, paradoxical 
frame/thinking, and paradoxical actions/strategies (as well 
as, perhaps, their levels of analysis) allows a better under-
standing of the complexity of corporate sustainability; this is 
achieved by holistically considering the nature of corporate 
sustainability tensions, along with the various approaches 
and responses to such tensions (Schad & Bansal, 2018; Wil-
liams et al., 2017).

Along this line, in the following paragraphs, we organize 
our findings into a theoretical framework that can synthe-
tize existing evidence on paradoxical tensions, paradoxical 
frame/thinking, and paradoxical actions/strategies in sus-
tainability; this is achieved while considering the different 
levels of analysis and their interconnections and highlight-
ing research gaps, thus paving the way for a more system-
oriented development of paradox theory that “extend[s] the 
literature’s current scope to paradoxes rooted in complex 
systems” (Schad & Bansal, 2018).

The conceptual framework we propose (depicted in 
Fig. 3) offers a holistic interpretation of the adoption of para-
dox theory in corporate sustainability research by integrating 
detected paradoxical meanings and their possible levels of 
analysis in a horizontal way (i.e., across the meanings that 
the concept of paradox has assumed so far in sustainability 
studies) and in a vertical way (i.e., across the different levels 
of analysis: individual, organizational, and system).

Considering the framework according to a horizontal per-
spective clarifies the interconnections between paradoxical 
tensions, frame/thinking, and actions/strategies. Indeed, the 
presence of paradoxical tensions in corporate sustainability 
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(at the individual, organizational, and system levels) opens 
up the possibility for individuals or organizations to develop 
paradoxical sensemaking and to implement paradoxical 
responses to manage them. This has already been demon-
strated within the current literature; for example, Reinecke 
and Ansari (2015) show that contradictory time orienta-
tions lead organizations to engage in “temporal brokerage” 
to negotiate diverse temporalities. Even paradoxical frame/
thinking and paradoxical actions/strategies can be connected 
on a theoretical level because they affect each other. Indeed, 
thinking paradoxically at the individual level or developing 
an organizational paradoxical frame can lead to the imple-
mentation of paradoxical actions or vice versa. For example, 
Sharma and Bansal (2017) showed that actors who perceived 
paradoxical elements in an imperative (reality) or in a fluid 
way (socially constructed) aligned their actions accordingly.

Taking into consideration the vertical perspective, we 
highlight how each distinct meaning of paradox in sustain-
ability needs to be conceptualized and investigated across 
its different levels of analysis. While no study so far has 
adopted a systems level as the unit of analysis, we propose 
to include it in our framework, as sustainability issues pose 
systems-based problems that must be addressed according 
to a broader view to be solved (Bansal & Song, 2017; Hol-
ling, 2001; Schad & Bansal, 2018; Williams et al., 2017). 
In the existing studies, paradoxical tensions mainly concern 
the individual level, which includes managers, leaders, 
CSR managers, and organization employees (e.g., Carollo 
& Guerci, 2018), or the organizational level, which includes 
companies, NGOs, and social enterprises (e.g., Daddi et al., 
2019). These two existing levels of analysis for corporate 
sustainability tensions are not separate entities, as they can 

influence each other and produce new types of conflicts 
(Hahn et al., 2015). Regarding paradoxical frame/thinking, 
two levels of analysis can be adopted: (1) the individual 
one, which involves the paradoxical thinking of individual 
actors to make sense of sustainability conflicts (e.g., Sharma 
& Jaiswal, 2018; Soderstrom & Heinze, 2019), and (2) the 
organizational one, which involves the use of the organiza-
tions’ frame to make sense of sustainability tensions (e.g., 
Ashraf et al., 2019). Researchers of paradoxical frame/think-
ing in sustainability are currently investigating the two levels 
separately, and an analysis of how individual paradoxical 
thinking (especially from managers and CEOs) can influ-
ence the sensemaking of the entire organization or vice versa 
is currently missing. Future research is needed to under-
stand how paradoxical frame/thinking is conveyed within 
organizations. Finally, even paradoxical actions/strategies 
to manage sustainability tensions can be implemented at the 
individual level (e.g., Ahmadsimab & Chowdhury, 2019), 
organizational level (e.g., Slawinski et al., 2019; van Hille 
et al., 2019), and systems level. Currently,  the majority of 
the relevant research concerns the organizational level, a 
minority concerns the individual level, and no research has 
been conducted on the systems level.

A future research agenda

The effort of reading our review’s findings through a systems 
lens contributes to the development of the paradox and sus-
tainability field by providing a framework that indicates how 
to connect paradoxical tensions, frame/thinking, and actions/
strategies in corporate sustainability research and across 
the various levels of analysis. Adding a systems perspective 

Fig. 3  A systematic framework 
for the adoption of paradox 
theory in corporate sustainabil-
ity research
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to such literature is crucial to (1) fostering the literature’s 
potential to offer results relevant to corporate sustainability 
practice, (2) being able to offer insights regarding systemic 
sustainability challenges, their nature, and their implica-
tions, and (3) positively approach and proactively address 
the complexity of sustainability challenges. We believe that 
this framework will allow scholars to better position their 
research to investigate the relationships between other para-
dox research streams in sustainability, and that it provides 
the primary guidelines to support the strong development 
of such an approach.

Our mapping of the existing research shows that scholars 
are mainly focused on detecting paradoxical tensions in cor-
porate sustainability. However, we believe that the crucial 
contribution of this approach relies on the other two streams 
(i.e., paradoxical frame/thinking and paradoxical actions/
strategy), as they constitute the cognitive and practical 
alternatives to the classical business case perspective. Thus, 
scholars should extend such research streams by adopting 
paradox mainly in sensemaking and responsive way and 
investigating the individual and organizational factors that 
make it possible to develop paradoxical thinking and strate-
gies to address corporate sustainability tensions as well as 
the outcomes of these frame and actions.

The existing studies around paradoxical frame/think-
ing mainly reflect on the managerial cognitive frame and 
the managers’ abilities to consider sustainability in a more 
holistic way. Research is missing concerning how such a 
mindset can be integrated at different organizational levels 
and become the frame of the entire organization. Instead, the 
current research related to paradoxical strategies in corpo-
rate sustainability is still underdeveloped, and there are two 
main areas of study that require further exploration to fos-
ter the potential of this approach: (1) the contingent factors 
that make such paradoxical strategies possible (e.g., power 
conditions, resources), and (2) the outcomes—both negative 
and positive—in the environmental, social, and economic 
dimensions of these both/and responses. However, just a 
few of the existing studies focus on the outcomes that such 
strategies produce, and those outcomes are a key aspect to 
understanding the real impact of this approach.

Moreover, the link between these two streams of para-
dox research in corporate sustainability field is still under-
researched, and further research is needed as the connec-
tions between paradoxical frame/thinking and paradoxical 
actions/strategies are a key aspect to understand in order 
to develop the potential of a paradox approach in corporate 
sustainability. Research is needed on whether paradoxical 
frame/thinking and actions/strategies are consequential or 
autonomous, how they influence each other across levels, 
and what their impact is on sustainability goals at the sys-
tem level. For example, sustainability managers or people 
working in hybrid organizations or social organizations may 

not frame tensions as paradoxical, but their strategies and 
actions can be labeled as paradoxical (e.g., juxtaposition, 
integration, ambitemporality). Similarly, having a paradoxi-
cal frame/thinking may not be enough to turn this approach 
into paradoxical actions because, in addressing sustainability 
challenges, a both/and perspective is not always possible due 
to time horizons, resource scarcity, and power conditions 
(Berti & Simpson, 2021; Slawinski & Bansal, 2015).

Additionally, environmental and social challenges (e.g., 
biodiversity loss, climate change and greenhouse gas emis-
sions, and modern slavery) involve many social, environ-
mental, and economic elements at different levels of anal-
ysis that are simultaneously interrelated yet conflicting. 
Therefore, a broader view is needed in studying the nature 
of sustainability tensions; this is necessary to develop the 
potential of the literature to address corporate sustainabil-
ity challenges, as current studies see tensions mainly from 
an individual or organizational perspective, which does 
not allow us to take into account all the aspects and actors 
involved (Schad & Bansal, 2018). Scholars should focus 
more on the analysis of paradoxical tensions at the systems 
level by deepening their understanding of how they translate 
into organizational and individual ones and by considering 
their impacts beyond the organizational boundaries, that is 
on social and natural systems. Moreover, research on sys-
tem-level responses to tensions that have a systemic nature, 
such as sustainability conflicts, is not yet available. How-
ever, systems level research on paradoxical actions/strategies 
constitutes another crucial level of analysis because socio-
environmental challenges pose complex and systems-based 
problems in which multiple elements are interrelated; thus, 
they require systemic actions and strategies to be effectively 
addressed. Scholars investigating such paradoxical tensions 
and actions/strategies at the system level can “further extend 
paradox theory in their quest to provide solutions for the 
world’s most pressing problems” (Schad & Bansal, 2018, p. 
1503). Therefore, we believe this systems lens needs to be 
adopted in future research.

Using Paradox to Reconnect Society 
and Business Ethics?

So far, the connection between paradox theory and business 
ethics has not been adequately studied. Yet, paradox perspec-
tives on sustainability open up important space to understand 
ethical decision-making, especially as far as a systems per-
spective is adopted. In the following paragraphs, we discuss 
how the framework developed in this article regarding the 
various meanings of paradox can help business ethics schol-
ars to better understand, evaluate, and guide the actions of 
business actors in addressing the most pressing social and 
environmental challenges of our time (Islam & Greenwood, 
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2021). We also highlight fruitful avenues for future research at 
the crossroads of business ethics and paradox research.

First, the very existence of paradoxical tensions is a key 
element to inform business ethics scholars’ research efforts. 
Conflicts are an unavoidable experience for those who deal 
seriously with sustainability, and, therefore, it is necessary 
to know how to act in the face of conflict—how to behave in 
front of elements that are in opposition to each other but that 
are all of value. Thus, reflection on ethical decision-making 
is required. Sustainability tensions occur across different lev-
els, generating contrast between socio-environmental aspects 
regarding individuals, organizations, and systems. As these 
levels are distinct yet interrelated, ethical questions arise 
when social and environmental elements at different levels 
of analysis are found to be in opposition; for example, one 
can consider the ethical implications of the tensions between 
businesses in the oil and gas sector and climate change con-
sequences (Ferns et al., 2019). Indeed, “factors rendering 
tensions salient include environmental [social] and ethical 
issues such as change and scarcity. Also, individual [and 
organizational] actors are expected to perceive tensions 
based on the priorities and values they hold. Once a tension 
is salient, the individual chooses to manage it or dismiss it” 
(Joseph et al., 2020, p. 351). Therefore,  the use of paradox 
as “paradoxical tensions” offers business ethics scholars a 
specific field of research that they can explore to contrib-
ute to the understanding of the nature and management of 
paradoxical tensions. Indeed, the business ethics reflection, 
by offering criteria for assessing the relevance of oppos-
ing poles involved at different levels, can provide important 
insights regarding  the salience of such conflicts and whether 
to integrate opposing yet interrelated elements.

Second, business ethics literature has increasingly 
highlighted the importance of challenging the established 
instrumental understandings of sustainability (Hahn et al., 
2018; Johnsen, 2021) to overcome the so-called business 
case approach. In a recent paper, Johnsen (2021) underlined 
that “business case deprives the sustainability concept of 
its political and ethical dimensions” (p. 3) because it con-
siders sustainability in an instrumental way and without 
intrinsic value. By adopting a business case perspective in 
the management of social and environmental conflicts, the 
ethical question is dismissed, as choices become about only 
what kind of investments should be made in sustainability to 
achieve economic gains. Furthermore, by considering social 
and environmental concerns only as investments to improve 
economic performance (thus eliminating their ethical and 
value components), the ability of companies’ sustainabil-
ity programs to lead to changes that can benefit society is 
weakened (Barnett et al., 2021; Ergene et al., 2020). On the 
contrary, we propose paradox theory as a promising alter-
native to inform the ethical decision-making of business 

actors in the face of sustainability tensions. In particular, 
we claim that paradoxical frame/thinking and paradoxical 
actions/strategies can overcome the business case’s limi-
tations, allowing “an immanent evaluation of the value of 
sustainability [conflicts]” (Johnsen, 2021, p. 2)—one where 
there is not a priori knowledge on what forms of sustain-
ability are possible and therefore opens up space for creative 
solutions that question and go beyond the principles of an 
instrumental approach. Indeed, paradoxical frame/thinking 
and actions/strategies allow to address the complexity of 
sustainability by trying to imagine and build new ways to 
respond to its conflicts to achieve opposite goals simulta-
neously. Paradoxical frame/thinking and actions/strategies 
can provide business ethics scholars with organizational 
practices to overcome the classical business case approach, 
which deprives sustainability of its complexity without 
offering the possibility of significantly contributing to sus-
tainable development (Ergene et al., 2020).

Conclusion

Tensions and conflicts in corporate sustainability are a daily 
experience for companies; they cannot avoid them if they 
want to be truly sustainable. That is not for them to decide, 
all they have to decide is what to do to address them, prior-
itizing economic over sustainability benefits or navigating 
such complexity aiming at achieving both. The concept of 
paradox is increasingly used to study such challenges. Yet, 
its empirical application suffers from an inherent ambigu-
ity, and its fuzzy nature might hinder its ability to serve 
as a promising alternative to the mainstream business case 
approach. Using content analysis and a systematic literature 
review, we outline the heterogeneous uses and meanings the 
concept of paradox has assumed in empirical research so 
far, systematizing the existing fuzzy literature in three clear 
and distinct (but not isolated) research streams. Indeed, we 
suggest that paradox has been used to identify: (i) a specific 
category of tensions, (ii) how actors make sense of those 
tensions, and (iii) the specific actions or strategies they enact 
to respond to those tensions. Furthermore, we systematize 
the emerging evidence for the consideration of different lev-
els of analysis (i.e., individual, organizational, and systems) 
in the development of a system-oriented framework, which 
highlights avenues for future research at the intersection of 
paradox theory, corporate sustainability and business ethics.

We contribute to the literature on paradox in  sustain-
ability in two ways. First, by clearly defining the different 
empirical uses of the concept and its meanings, offering a 
useful companion to researchers to take stock of existing 
evidence and navigate across the three existing research 
streams. Confusing uses and meanings of the concept of 
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paradox would fail to offer evidence relevant to corporate 
and managerial practice. Second, by proposing a novel way 
to extend it and incorporate a systems perspective, overcom-
ing the linear view adopted in most current studies, which 
has focused solely on the individual or organizational levels 
of analysis (Schad & Bansal, 2018; Williams et al., 2017). 
This simultaneous distinction and integration of meanings 
of paradox and level of analysis can extend the capacity of 
paradox theory to study sustainability issues in their com-
plexity and enable the development of a literature able to 
impact effectively on policy-makers' and managers' decision 
making.

While our research focused on the corporate sustainabil-
ity domain, we believe our map and framework can be use-
ful instruments in advancing paradox research in general 
organization studies, supporting the identification of empiri-
cal evidence that can be relevant both for research and man-
agement practice. The concept of paradox is at risk of being 
too vague and indeterminate, and, therefore,  irrelevant for 
corporate and managerial practice, producing confusing and 
non-comparable findings. Our framework can help scholars 
to be more precise in their studies by offering them a refined 
definition of paradox, with clear contents and well-defined 
boundaries, while also providing them with suggestions for 
future research in which they can integrate different levels 
of analysis. Finally, we contribute to the business ethics lit-
erature by suggesting how the three meanings of paradox 
identified might offer a viable alternative to the instrumen-
tal view of sustainability, enabling a more nuanced theory-
building of ethical decision-making. In particular, paradox 
frame/thinking and actions/strategies can constitute a more 
“immanent” way of approaching the complexity of corpo-
rate sustainability (i.e., where a clear path for action is not 
given).

Like all academic studies, we acknowledge that there are 
limitations to our study. First, although we adopted a rigor-
ous methodology for the identification of the papers to be 
reviewed, we cannot exclude the possibility that our string 
search led to the omission of some papers (i.e., in cases 
where the concept of paradox was not explicitly mentioned). 
However, we are confident that the systematic review proce-
dure we adopted has ensured breadth and rigor in our article 
selection. Second, while we adopted a systematic application 
of inductive codes to the whole text of the selected papers to 
mitigate possible interpretation biases, we acknowledge that 
the coding process entails a degree of subjectivity regarding 
the uses and meanings detected.

In conclusion, our review of the emerging literature 
on paradox theory and sustainability aims at fostering the 
potential of the paradox concept “to unshackle the research 

on corporate sustainability from the hegemony of the busi-
ness case” (Hahn et al., 2018, p. 245). We aim to achieve 
this by tackling the fuzziness of this promising construct 
and suggesting how to investigate it through the adoption 
of a systems standpoint. In the coming years, we will face 
many daunting societal challenges, and we hope that this 
review will support the application of paradox theory in the 
study of corporate sustainability, including a business ethics 
perspective.

Appendix

Sample and Bibliometric Analysis

The articles’ distribution shows an upward trend in the pub-
lication of papers that refer to sustainability and paradox. 
In the last 5 years, the number of such research papers has 
grown substantially. Indeed, 81% (43 papers) of paradoxical 
studies were found to have been published between 2017 
and 2021. The selected articles are mainly published in 
journals that address sustainability issues, such as Journal 
of Business Ethics, Business Ethics Quarterly, Organiza-
tion and Environment, Corporate Social Responsibility and 
Environmental Management, Journal of Cleaner Produc-
tion, Business Strategy and the Environment, Long Range 
Planning. Some works referred to other research areas 
with heterogeneous backgrounds and were thus published 
in generalist journals, such as Academy of Management 
Journal, Organization Science, Organization Studies, and 
Administrative Science Quarterly. Others were published in 
specific journals concerning marketing issues (Journal of 
Public Policy and Marketing, Management Communication 
Quarterly), HR (International Journal of Human Resource 
Management), change management (Journal of Organiza-
tional Change Management), supply chain management 
(Journal of Supply Chain Management, International Jour-
nal of Physical Distribution and Logistics Management), 
practitioners (California Management Review), and specific 
geographic areas (Asia Pacific Business Review).

The Journal of Business Ethics is a leading publication 
outlet; 11 of the selected articles were published by this 
source. Almost all of these were published in 2018 because 
of a special issue on this topic (vol. 148, issue 2) introduced 
by Hahn et al.’s editorial work. Such a trend underlines the 
interest of the journal and its own investment in improving 
a new and promising stream of research for sustainability 
issues (see Table 1).
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Table 1  Reviewed articles

Authors Title Year Use Methods

1 Berger et al Mainstreaming corporate social responsi-
bility: Developing markets for virtue

2007 SENSEMAKING QUALITATIVE

2 Gao and Bansal Instrumental and Integrative Logics in 
Business Sustainability

2013 SENSEMAKING QUANTITATIVE

3 Jay Navigating paradox as a mechanism of 
change and innovation in hybrid organi-
zations

2013 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

4 Battilana et al Harnessing productive tensions in hybrid 
organizations: The case of work integra-
tion social enterprises

2015 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

5 Epstein et al Managing Social, Environmental and 
Financial Performance Simultaneously

2015 RESPONSIVE CASE STUDY

6 Reinecke and Ansari When times collide: Temporal brokerage at 
the intersection of markets and develop-
ments

2015 DETECTIVE/RESPONSIVE CASE STUDY

7 Slawinski and Bansal Short on time: Intertemporal tensions in 
business sustainability

2015 RESPONSIVE CASE STUDY

8 Guerci and Carollo A paradox view on green human resource 
management: Insights from the Italian 
context

2016 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

9 Ozanne et al Managing the tensions at the intersection of 
the triple bottom line: A paradox theory 
approach to sustainability management

2016 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

10 Peng et al Tian-ren-he-yi strategy: An Eastern per-
spective

2016 RESPONSIVE QUANTITATIVE

11 Sharma and Bansal Partners for Good: How Business and 
NGOs Engage the Commercial–Social 
Paradox

2017 DETECTIVE/SENSEMAKING CASE STUDY

12 Wong and Dhanesh Communicating Corporate Social Respon-
sibility (CSR) in the Luxury Industry: 
Managing CSR–Luxury Paradox Online 
Through Acceptance Strategies of Coex-
istence and Convergence

2017 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

13 Brix-Asala et al Sustainability tensions in supply chains: 
A case study of paradoxes and their 
management

2018 DETECTIVE/RESPONSIVE CASE STUDY

14 Carollo and Guerci ‘Activists in a Suit’: Paradoxes and 
Metaphors in Sustainability Managers’ 
Identity Work

2018 DETECTIVE/SENSEMAKING CASE STUDY

15 Iivonen Defensive Responses to Strategic Sustain-
ability Paradoxes: Have Your Coke and 
Drink It Too!

2018 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

16 Kannothra et al How Hybrids Manage Growth and Social–
Business Tensions in Global Supply 
Chains: The Case of Impact Sourcing

2018 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

17 Sharma and Jaiswal Unsustainability of Sustainability: Cogni-
tive Frames and Tensions in Bottom of the 
Pyramid Projects

2018 SENSEMAKING CASE STUDY

18 Siegner et al Managing tensions in a social enterprise: 
The complex balancing act to deliver a 
multi-faceted but coherent social mission

2018 RESPONSIVE CASE STUDY

19 Stadtler Tightrope Walking: Navigating Competi-
tion in Multi-Company Cross-Sector 
Social Partnerships

2018 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

20 van Bommel Managing tensions in sustainable business 
models: Exploring instrumental and 
integrative strategies

2018 SENSEMAKING/RESPONSIVE CASE STUDY
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Table 1  (continued)

Authors Title Year Use Methods

21 van Hille I et al Navigating tensions in a cross-sector social 
partnership: How a convener drives 
change for sustainability

2018 DETECTIVE/RESPONSIVE CASE STUDY

22 Joseph et al Can business‐oriented managers be effec-
tive leaders for corporate sustainability? 
A study of integrative and instrumental 
logics

2018 SENSEMAKING QUALITATIVE

23 Ferns et al Drilling their Own Graves: How the 
European Oil and Gas Supermajors 
Avoid Sustainability Tensions Through 
Mythmaking

2019 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

24 González-González et al “The future of an illusion”: A paradoxes 
of CSR

2019 DETECTIVE QUALITATIVE

25 Daddi et al Paradoxical tensions and corporate sus-
tainability: A focus on circular economy 
business cases

2019 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

26 Hengst et al Toward a Process Theory of Making Sus-
tainability Strategies Legitimate in Action

2019 RESPONSIVE CASE STUDY

27 Smith and Besharov Bowing before Dual Gods: How Struc-
tured Flexibility Sustains Organizational 
Hybridity

2019 SENSEMAKING CASE STUDY

28 Stubbs Strategies, practices, and tensions in 
managing business model innovation for 
sustainability: The case of an Australian 
BCorp

2019 RESPONSIVE CASE STUDY

29 Wei et al Paradox strategic cognition and ECSR in 
China: a three-tripod perspective

2019 DETECTIVE/SENSEMAKING QUANTITATIVE

30 Ashraf et al Divide and rule: The effects of diversity 
and network structure on a firm's sustain-
ability performance

2019 SENSEMAKING QUANTITATIVE

31 Child Whence Paradox? Framing Away the 
Potential Challenges of Doing Well by 
Doing Good in Social Enterprise Organi-
zations

2019 SENSEMAKING CASE STUDY

32 Longoni et al Business for Society is Society’s Business: 
Tension Management in a Migrant Inte-
gration Supply Chain

2019 RESPONSIVE CASE STUDY

33 Slawinski et al Managing the paradoxes of place to foster 
regeneration

2019 RESPONSIVE CASE STUDY

34 Xiao et al Inside the Buying Firm: Exploring 
Responses to Paradoxical Tensions in 
Sustainable Supply Chain Management

2019 SENSEMAKING CASE STUDY

35 Joseph et al Seeing Versus Doing: How Businesses 
Manage Tensions in Pursuit of Sustain-
ability

2020 SENSEMAKING CASE STUDY

36 Ciasullo et al How an international ambidexterity strat-
egy can address the paradox perspective 
on corporate sustainability: Evidence 
from Chinese emerging market multina-
tionals

2020 RESPONSIVE QUANTITATIVE

37 Cruz There is no need to shout to be heard! The 
paradoxical nature of corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) reporting in a Latin 
American family small and medium-sized 
enterprise (SME)

2020 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

38 Spena and Di Paola Moving beyond the tensions in open envi-
ronmental innovation towards a holistic 
perspective

2020 RESPONSIVE QCA
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Table 1  (continued)

Authors Title Year Use Methods

39 Walker et al All for one or all for three: Empirical 
evidence of paradox theory in the triple-
bottom-line

2020 RESPONSIVE QUANTITATIVE

40 Yin and Jamali Collide or Collaborate: The Interplay of 
Competing Logics and Institutional Work 
in Cross-Sector Social Partnerships

2020 SENSEMAKING CASE STUDY

41 Busch et al Climate inaction and managerial sense-
making: The case of renewable energy

2020 SENSEMAKING CASE STUDY

42 Siltaloppi et al Integrating CSR with Business Strategy: A 
Tension Management Perspective

2020 SENSEMAKING CASE STUDY

43 Ahmadsimab1 and Chowdhury Managing Tensions and Divergent Institu-
tional Logics in Firm–NPO Partnerships

2021 RESPONSIVE CASE STUDY

44 Soderstrom and Heinze From paradoxical thinking to practicing 
sustainable business: The role of a busi-
ness collective organization in supporting 
entrepreneurs

2021 SENSEMAKING CASE STUDY

45 Chen et al Managerial sensemaking of tensions in 
sustainability: Empirical evidence from 
Chinese and New Zealand business 
partnerships

2021 SENSEMAKING QUALITATIVE

46 Schrage and Rasche Inter-Organizational Paradox Manage-
ment: How National Business Systems 
Affect Responses to Paradox Along a 
Global Value Chain

2021 DETECTIVE/RESPONSIVE CASE STUDY

47 Reynolds and Holt Sustainable development and profit? A 
sensemaking perspective on hybrid 
organisations and their founders

2021 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

48 Shu Paradoxical framing and coping process on 
sustainable new product development

2021 DETECTIVE/SENSEMAKING CASE STUDY

49 Brix-Asala et al Resolving the base of the pyramid inclusion 
paradox through supplier development

2021 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

50 Grigore et al (Un)resolving digital technology paradoxes 
through the rhetoric of balance

2021 DETECTIVE QUANTITATIVE

51 Pålsson and Sandberg Packaging paradoxes in food supply chains 
exploring characteristics, underlying 
reasons and management strategies

2021 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

52 Vallaster et al Serving Multiple Masters: The role of 
micro-foundations of dynamic capabili-
ties in addressing tensions in for-profit 
hybrid organizations

2021 SENSEMAKING CASE STUDY

53 Zehendner et al Paradoxical tensions in sustainable supply 
chain management: insights from the 
electronics multi-tier supply chain context

2021 DETECTIVE CASE STUDY

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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