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Giving Sense about Paradoxes: Paradoxical Leadership in the Public
Sector

Abstract
Although paradoxes are inherent to the public sector, few attempts have been made to better
understand how to manage such competing yet interrelated demands effectively. This study
examines how paradoxical leadership (i.e., leaders’ sense-giving about organizational
paradoxes) affects follower outcomes. Based on two-wave survey data from German district
offices, structural equation modelling reveals that paradoxical leadership positively
influences followers’ job satisfaction and work engagement. Role ambiguity fully mediates
the relationship between paradoxical leadership and perceived performance. Our study
expands the nomological network of public leadership and advances the notion that
paradoxes bear potentials for leadership in ambiguous public settings.

Keywords: paradoxical leadership; public sector; job satisfaction; perceived performance;
structural equation modelling
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Introduction
The public sector is full of paradoxes. For example, public managers often face the challenge
to initiate organizational change without affecting stability, to increase throughput times of
administrative procedures without compromising reliability, to respond to citizens’ demands
individually without violating the principle of equal treatment, or to improve service quality
without increasing costs. In many cases, such paradoxical tensions arise from the variety of
organizational goals and the diversity of stakeholders in the public sector (Tripathi and Dixon
2008), which cannot all be served at the same time and without trade-offs. Additionally,
several paradigms of administrative reform may be in conflict with each other because they
put emphasis on different sets of goals, strategies, practices, and values (Hood and Peters
2004; Tripathi and Dixon 2008; Torfing et al. 2020). Since these reform paradigms do not
simply succeed each other but co-exist in multiple layers (Polzer et al. 2017), they make
several, potentially contradictory frames of reference available to public managers and
employees (e.g., Hood and Peters 2004). This coincides with a broader trend towards more
complexity, ambiguity, and volatility not only in the public sector but also in current society
as a whole, which requires an improved management of paradoxes (e.g., Miron-Spektor et al.
2018).
Leaders at all levels of the hierarchy play a crucial role in managing organizational
paradoxes. Leaders may give sense about paradoxes by encouraging followers to accept
paradoxes as inevitable and by showcasing how to deal with them (e.g., Sparr 2018; Sparr,
van Knippenberg, and Kearney 2015; Zhang et al. 2015). Previous research has therefore paid
increasing attention to paradoxical leadership associated with a particular set of leadership
behaviours (Smith and Lewis 2012; Waldman and Bowen 2016; Zhang et al. 2015).
Paradoxical leadership has been defined as ‘leader’s sense-giving to followers about the
necessity to execute contradictory yet interrelated behaviours to constructively deal with
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paradoxes and tensions in their work environment’ (Sparr, van Knippenberg, and Kearney
2015, 12). Related scholarship has suggested that leaders who are cognizant of organizational
paradoxes are better able to apply a ‘both/and’ perspective and, in turn, are more effective in
leading people in complex, ambiguous, and contradictory work environments than leaders
who lack these abilities (Smith and Lewis 2012; Sparr, van Knippenberg, and Kearney 2015;
Zhang et al. 2015). For instance, when employees are faced with conflicting demands, they
often experience feelings of threat, insecurity and anxiety, resulting in defensive responses or
in decisions to only focus on one side while neglecting the other (e.g., Schad et al. 2016;
Smith and Lewis 2011). Leaders’ sense-giving to followers can reduce these negative
feelings and rebalance priorities at the workplace (e.g., Lüscher and Lewis 2008; Sparr 2018),
thus improving employees’ wellbeing and performance.
Although research in the field of paradoxical leadership is increasing (e.g., Lewis and
Smith 2014; Schad et al. 2016) and scholars identified paradoxes to be particularly salient in
public administration (Pandey 2010; Tripathi and Dixon 2008), little is known about
paradoxical leadership in the public sector. To the best of our knowledge, Franken and
colleagues (2020) have only recently pioneered this approach, providing first empirical
evidence for beneficial outcomes of paradoxical leadership in public organizations. Our study
joins this endeavour and further raises attention to paradoxical leadership as a promising
approach to leadership in the public sector, which can guide followers through ambiguous
and paradoxical work settings. We therefore address the following research questions: How is
paradoxical leadership related to follower outcomes? How do different kinds of ambiguity
(i.e., goal and role ambiguity) mediate these relationships? We focus on three follower
outcomes that have been of major interest in public management scholarship and practice: job
satisfaction (e.g., Cantarelli, Belardinelli, and Belle 2016), work engagement (e.g., Ancarani
et al. 2020), and performance (e.g., Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen 2015). Our data was
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gathered in a two-wave field study in district offices of a German city state with n=1,290
responses from public employees.
We contribute to the literature in several ways. First, we expand the nomological
network of public leadership research by shedding light on the important yet hitherto largely
neglected approach of paradoxical leadership. In the burgeoning literature on public
leadership, several scholars have focused on those aspects of leadership that are particularly
salient in public organizations (Murphy et al. 2017; Trong Tuan 2017). We continue this line
of enquiry and focus on a leadership approach that accounts for the paradoxical environment
that is characteristic of many public organizations. With this agenda, we also respond to calls
for more research on novel and dynamic leadership approaches in the public sector (e.g.,
Crosby and Bryson 2018; Murphy et al. 2017). Second, we contribute to research on
organizational paradoxes more broadly. Previous work in this field has only begun to explore
how these paradoxes translate to the micro-level, how organizational members resolve them
in their daily operations, and what roles leaders play in this process (e.g., Miron-Spektor et al.
2018). Furthermore, as one of the first to explore paradoxical leadership in the public sector
(Franken, Plimmer, and Malinen 2020), we advance the understanding of organizational
paradoxes in different work settings and on different levels of analysis. Third, our study
informs human resource management (HRM) in the public sector about further antecedents of
favourable attitudes and behaviours of employees. HRM has a lasting interest in work
conditions that facilitate job satisfaction, work engagement, and individual performance,
including the impact that leaders may have on these outcomes. The findings stress the
important role of public leaders’ sense-giving about paradoxes for keeping employees
satisfied and engaged while performing in ambiguous work environments, thus establishing
crucial conditions for public organizations’ overall success. These results encourage HR
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managers and public managers to rethink paradoxes as being inherently fruitful, rather than
detrimental, to public organizations and organizing.
The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: In the second section, we develop
our theoretical framework and derive our hypotheses from paradox theory in general and
from research on paradoxical leadership in particular. In the third section, we present the data
and methods we applied. In the fourth section, we provide the results of the structural
equation modelling (SEM). In the fifth section, we discuss the implications of our findings
for theory and practice and conclude with reflections on the limitations of our study and
future research on paradoxical leadership.

Theory
Organizational Paradoxes and Paradoxical Leadership
Paradoxes are ‘contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist simultaneously and persist
over time’ (Smith and Lewis 2011, 382). For example, organizations across all sectors are
supposed to exploit the efficiency of established work processes and simultaneously explore
new ways of working; however, exploration and exploitation, while competing for the same
resources, have very different organizational requirements (Gieske, Duijn, and van Buuren
2020; Lewis and Smith 2014; Smith and Tushman 2005). In the face of such paradoxes,
management and organization studies, especially scholarship in the tradition of contingency
theory, has long suggested to resolve them by giving one element priority over the other
(Lewis and Smith 2014). In contrast to that, a growing number of scholars has recently begun
to look at organizational tensions through a paradoxical lens (Lewis and Smith 2014; Smith
and Lewis 2011). This approach is no longer based on an ‘either/or’ mindset but switches to a
‘both/and’ perspective, addressing both sides of a paradox simultaneously. It suggests
accepting that paradoxes are inherently and abundantly present in complex and ambiguous
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systems and may be a source of opportunities for organizations rather than threats (Lewis and
Smith 2014; Smith and Lewis 2011).
Using a paradoxical lens raises the question of how to manage organizational
paradoxes effectively. While previous research has been preoccupied with issues of
organizational strategies and structures, less is known about how actors at the micro-level
cope with paradoxes and help to leverage on their potentials (Miron-Spektor et al. 2018). In
particular, the role of leaders across all levels of the hierarchy is unclear although it is often
this leadership role within which organizational paradoxes come to the fore (Waldman and
Bowen 2016). Scholars have focused on particular leadership skills that promise to be
effective in managing with and through paradoxes (Smith, Lewis, and Tushman 2016). For
instance, ambidextrous leadership offers a framework for leadership skills that encourage
followers to engage in both exploration and exploitation to improve existing products and to
innovate at the same time, with leaders flexibly switching between two sets of behaviours
depending on tasks and situational demands (Andriopoulos and Lewis 2009; Rosing, Frese,
and Bausch 2011; Smith and Tushman 2005). Other leadership scholars have gone beyond
the innovation paradox and developed broader approaches, which address various kinds of
organizational paradoxes (Smith, Lewis, and Tushman 2016; Sparr, van Knippenberg, and
Kearney 2015; Zhang et al. 2015). Common to these works is the assumption that although
leaders often respond to ambiguous work environments by considering only one side of the
paradox, this either/or strategy may only result in short-term success because the more
resources leaders use to deal with only one side, the more they stress neglecting the other
(e.g., Lüscher and Lewis 2008). For instance, the more leaders focus on the importance of
employee empowerment through delegation, the more they evoke the need for control to
guarantee effective task and goal attainment (Smith and Lewis 2011). To establish
sustainability and organizational performance in the long term, leaders have to apply a
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both/and approach, thus embracing paradoxes with their contradictory but interrelated nature
(Lewis and Smith 2014). According to Lüscher and Lewis (2008), managers can learn to
recognize organizational paradoxes, to accept them as persistent over time, and to address
them with both/and strategies. Since followers might perceive such leadership behaviours as
contradictory, it is the leaders’ role to give sense about paradoxes and to be a role model for
how to effectively deal with paradoxical workplace demands (Sparr 2018; Sparr, van
Knippenberg, and Kearney 2015).
Some researchers have pioneered the conceptualization of paradoxical leadership
behaviours (e.g., Sparr, van Knippenberg, and Kearney 2015; Zhang et al. 2015). Drawing
upon paradox theory, Sparr and colleagues (2015) follow Smith and Lewis’s (2011)
categories of paradoxes and suggest four dimensions of paradoxical leadership to address
particular forms of paradoxes: First, leaders have to deal with performing paradoxes resulting
from stakeholder plurality and competing goals. To cope with these paradoxes, leaders have
to show their followers how to focus on both the details of a certain task and the big picture.
Second, learning paradoxes emerge from organizational changes, reforms, and the necessity
to innovate for future continuity. To cope with these, leaders have to show their followers
how to simultaneously use well-known approaches and to search for new solutions. Third,
organizing paradoxes stem from the complexity and multiplicity of working processes and
designs. Thus, leaders need to be a role model in keeping processes stable and allowing
flexibility at the same time. Fourth, belonging paradoxes emerge from plurality and
complexity, which creates role ambiguity and tensions between the individuals’ and the
organizations’ identity. Leaders should therefore show their followers how to maintain their
own values and simultaneously adopt cultural norms of the organization. Preliminary findings
provide first evidence that paradoxical leadership, as conceptualized along these four
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dimensions, is positively related to favourable outcomes at the level of followers (such as
adaptation, proactivity, and work engagement; Sparr, van Knippenberg, and Kearney 2015).

Organizational Paradoxes and Paradoxical Leadership in the Public Sector
Although public organizations are a prime example of organizations that operate in a
paradoxical environment, little research exists on organizational paradoxes in the public
sector. Drawing on the theory of publicness (Rainey 2009), Pandey (2010) argues that
paradoxes are inherently present in public organizations. The organizational goals and
performance may even generate a ‘publicness paradox’ (Pandey 2010, 566): On the one hand,
public organizations have to cope with vague, multiple, and conflicting goals because they
face contradictory expectations of various stakeholders and have limited scope for goal
setting. On the other hand, paradoxically, public organizations face criticism for not
achieving their goals. Hood and Peters (2004) as well as Tripathi and Dixon (2008) argued
that organizational paradoxes in the public sector become even more salient with
administrative reforms, such as the ‘clash’ of new public management (NPM) with
traditional public administration. For instance, citizens, policy-makers, and managers
increasingly expect more results-oriented behaviours from public employees while
bureaucracy still often discourages employees to show these behaviours. Wightman and
colleagues (2020) extend the notion of paradox to collaborative settings, wherein participants
source solutions to complex problems from a considerable variety of backgrounds. However,
and at the same time, this diversity often inhibits effective collaboration and requires a
balancing act between divergence and convergence.
In the burgeoning field of public leadership research, some scholars suggest that
leadership in the public sector should account more for today’s competing, ambiguous, and
vague work environments and shift to more dynamic approaches by applying a paradoxical or
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ambidextrous lens (e.g., Murphy et al. 2017; Trong Tuan 2017). According to Tripathi and
Dixon (2008), the ability to deal with paradoxes, ambiguity, and chance is crucial for public
leaders to meet expectations and requirements of both political and administrative leadership.
While this perspective requires acknowledging the paradoxes that are inherent in public
leadership roles (Murphy et al. 2017), there is hardly any research on paradoxical leadership
and its outcomes in public organizations. To the best of our knowledge, Franken and
colleagues (2020) have only recently pioneered this research in a study among managers and
employees of a large public organization in New Zealand. In focusing on a complex and
diverse public setting, specifically public service delivery and involvement within crises, the
authors demonstrate how paradoxical leadership fosters employee resilience, i.e., the
individual capacity to deal with challenging and often changing organizational conditions
(Franken, Plimmer, and Malinen 2020). We proceed along these lines of reasoning and
suggest a conceptual model of follower outcomes of paradoxical leadership.

Paradoxical Leadership and Follower Outcomes
Both theory and first supporting evidence suggest that paradoxical leadership has beneficial
outcomes for public sector organizations. Given that leadership is a process of influencing
others (Yukl and Gardner 2020), these outcomes should be achieved through favourable
attitudinal and behavioural responses of those who are influenced, i.e., the followers.
Followers will show these attitudes and behaviours in response to their subjective perceptions
of leadership. Previous research has largely agreed that leadership is ‘in the eye of the
beholder’ (Jacobsen and Bøgh Andersen 2015, 829) rather than an objective reality.
Accordingly, we examine how followers’ perceptions of paradoxical leadership are related to
follower outcomes. Being confronted with organizational paradoxes often makes employees
feel anxious, threatened, or uncertain and thus defensive in their behaviour (e.g., Schad et al.
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2016; Smith and Lewis 2011). If employees feel that work demands are pulling into opposite
directions, it is likely that they lose the meaning of their work as they do not provide
satisfactory results. Respectively, the willingness to put effort into one’s work diminishes and
employees are less likely to yield desired outcomes. However, paradoxical leadership can
buffer such negative responses to paradoxical tensions (e.g., Lewis and Smith 2014; Sparr
2018; Zhang et al. 2015). Paradoxical leaders guide their followers to make sense of
paradoxes through explanations and role modelling of how to behave in addressing both sides
of a paradox (e.g., Sparr, van Knippenberg, and Kearney 2015; Zhang et al. 2015). By
offering approaches of how to cope with uncertainty and ambiguity, leaders can prevent
employees’ defensive behaviours and support them to regain their work’s meaning.
Consequently, paradoxical leaders might empower employees to show beneficial attitudes
and behaviours.
Our focus is on three outcomes that have received considerable scholarly and practical
attention in public management: job satisfaction (e.g., Cantarelli, Belardinelli, and Belle
2016), work engagement (e.g., Noesgaard and Hansen 2018), and individual performance
(e.g., Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen 2015). We chose this focus because followers of
effective leaders should be satisfied with their jobs, show high levels of work engagement,
and achieve their expected goals (Yukl and Gardner 2020). Job satisfaction, ‘an affective or
emotional response toward various facets of one’s job’ (Kim 2004, 246), is among the most
frequently studied attitudes of public employees (Cantarelli, Belardinelli, and Belle 2016).
Satisfied employees feel positive about their jobs and perform better than their less satisfied
colleagues. Previous research has established job satisfaction as an important correlate also of
turnover intentions, with more satisfied employees less frequently considering outside
options and being more committed to their public service careers (e.g., Cantarelli,
Belardinelli, and Belle 2016; Griffeth, Hom, and Gaertner 2000). To deliver public services,
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particularly within times of growing complexity and uncertainty, public managers should
therefore be interested in attracting and retaining employees who are satisfied with their jobs
(Cantarelli, Belardinelli, and Belle 2016). Leadership is among the facilitating conditions of
job satisfaction in the public sector, as meta-analytical evidence shows (Cantarelli,
Belardinelli, and Belle 2016). Previous studies have been preoccupied with the impact of
transformational leadership on followers’ job satisfaction (Asencio 2016; Park and Rainey
2008), but, so far, no prior work has investigated the association between paradoxical
leadership and job satisfaction in the public sector. Given that public organizations offer a
fruitful setting for paradoxical leadership because paradoxes are prevalent in the public
sector, the positive outcomes of paradoxical leadership should also hold in this setting. In
particular, public employees whose leaders support them in tolerating an ambiguous work
environment and in accepting conflicting needs should better cope and be more satisfied with
their jobs. We conclude:

H1: Paradoxical leadership is positively related to followers’ job satisfaction.

Work engagement has recently received growing attention in public management research
(Noesgaard and Hansen 2018). It is defined as ‘a positive, fulfilling work-related state of
mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication and absorption’ (Schaufeli et al. 2002, 74).
Engaged employees extensively use their resources, capacity, and energy to fulfil their work
tasks and to contribute to organizational goals. However, work engagement is often difficult
to establish in public organizations due to bureaucratic structures and rules, the primacy of
politics, and competing demands from various stakeholders. Public managers should thus be
interested in understanding how to counteract these detrimental conditions and improve
employees’ work engagement (Lavigna 2015; Noesgaard and Hansen 2018; Pritchard 2008).
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A trustful relationship between leader and employee was identified to be an important
predictor of work engagement in public health organizations (Håvold, Håvold, and GlaveeGeo 2020). Further, Ancarani and colleagues (2020), in a study among local government
workers in Italy, have recently provided support for the crucial role of leaders for the
enhancement of work engagement in public organizations. In particular, paradoxical
leadership should have this impact because followers who are empowered to face a
paradoxical work environment are likely to struggle less, and engage more, with their work
than employees who lack this support from their leader. This assumption resonates with first
empirical evidence on the positive impact of paradoxical leadership on work engagement in
the private sector (Sparr, van Knippenberg, and Kearney 2015). Accordingly, our second
hypothesis is:

H2: Paradoxical leadership is positively related to followers’ work engagement.

We include perceived performance as an outcome of paradoxical leadership into our
conceptual framework. Performance is a central construct in public administration research
(Andersen, Heinesen, and Pedersen 2015). If public employees do not perform in their jobs,
the overall performance of public organizations in the delivery of public goods and services is
jeopardized. Leadership is an important antecedent of individual performance (Wang et al.
2011). For example, public leadership research has repeatedly shown that transformational
leadership is positively related to follower performance (Bellé 2014; Paarlberg and Lavigna
2010). Parry and Proctor-Thomson (2002) suggest that this link particularly holds in face of
changing demands and paradoxes in public work environments. Research in general
leadership studies has examined paradoxical leadership more explicitly and found it to predict
various performance outcomes at the individual and organizational level (Sparr, van
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Knippenberg, and Kearney 2015; Zhang et al. 2015). This should also hold in public sector
settings because public leaders guiding their followers in how to effectively behave in
paradoxical work settings and thus preventing defensive work behaviours create conditions
supporting followers to perform well. Thus, we arrive at our third hypothesis:

H3: Paradoxical leadership is positively related to followers’ perceived performance.

The Mediating Role of Goal and Role Ambiguity
In addition to the hypothesized direct effects of paradoxical leadership on follower outcomes,
this relationship may be mediated by hitherto unobserved mechanisms. We introduce two
mediators, both of which reflect ambiguities in public organizations but at different levels.
First, organizational goal ambiguity has long been discussed in public management
scholarship (Jung 2011; Pandey 2010; Rainey and Jung 2015). As outlined above, public
organizations have numerous goals addressing multiple stakeholder groups, which leads to
lower levels of goal clarity than in private sector organizations. Second, role ambiguity,
defined as a ‘lack of clarity as to what is expected, appropriate, or effective behavior’
(Harrison 1980, 32), occurs when employees are uncertain about the expected set of
behaviours related to their workplace position (Jong 2016; Kahn et al. 1964). While goal
ambiguity refers to the organizational level, role ambiguity resides at the level of the
workplace.
Leadership can reduce organizational goal ambiguity (Rainey and Jung 2015). This
association is likely to hold for paradoxical leadership because paradoxical leaders engage in
sense-giving and sense-making about organizational goals (Sparr, van Knippenberg, and
Kearney 2015; Zhang et al. 2015). Moreover, paradoxical leaders help followers to translate
multiple and potentially conflicting goals into their work role. This effect occurs through role
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modelling by the role sender (i.e., leader) and communication of related expectations (Wright
and Millesen 2008). As a consequence, followers will perceive higher levels of goal and role
clarity because they learn to accept paradoxes as an inevitable work characteristic in the
public sector, which may provide resources to their job rather than being a burden. We
therefore assume that paradoxical leadership will reduce perceptions of goal and role
ambiguity among followers. In turn, the less followers perceive goal and role ambiguity, the
more favourable attitudes and behaviours they will show. For example, goal ambiguity has
been found to be negatively related to job satisfaction (Chun and Rainey 2005; Jung 2014),
motivation (Jung and Rainey 2011), and perceptions of performance (Chun and Rainey 2005;
Jung 2011). Similarly, role ambiguity translates into lower levels of performance (e.g., Tubre
and Collins 2000) and job satisfaction (Abramis 1994). Hence, we assume the following
mediation hypothesis:

H4a-c: Organizational goal ambiguity partially mediates the relationship between
paradoxical leadership and (a) job satisfaction, (b) work engagement, and (c)
perceived performance.

H5a-c: Role ambiguity partially mediates the relationship between paradoxical
leadership and (a) job satisfaction, (b) work engagement, and (c) perceived
performance.

Figure 1 summarizes our conceptual model and hypotheses. We do not hypothesize which of
the mediation paths is stronger but leave this issue open to empirical testing.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework

Data and Method
Sample
To test our conceptual model, we used survey data from district offices of a German city
state. District offices are governed by the city’s ministries and offer a broad range of
administrative services to residents and businesses. Accordingly, interaction with and
accountability to various interest groups figure high on the district offices’ agenda. Our
definition of leadership was not restricted to the very top of the district offices but defined
leaders in terms of supervisory power across all hierarchical levels. Data was collected by
asking all members of the district offices to answer a two-wave, paper-based survey, with the
first wave covering the period from October to November 2017 and the second wave from
April to June 2018. The response rate was 31.0 per cent in the first wave (n = 2,291) and 22.6
per cent in the second wave (n = 1,726). We arrived at a final sample of 1,290 respondents,
including only those participants who (1) took part in both waves and (2) did not change their
position and/or (3) their supervisor between the two waves. Table 1 shows all sample
characteristics.

1

Table 1. Sample characteristics (n = 1,290).a

Gender
Age

Tenure

Leadership position
Duration of leadership
relation

Pay group

n

%

Male
Female
≤ 25
26-35
36-45
46-55
> 55
< 5 years
5-<10 years
10-<15 years
15-<20 years
20-<25 years
25-<30 years
≥ 30 years
Subordinate

427
840
29
235
248
431
343
427
237
149
65
74
141
183
989

33.10%
65.12%
2.25%
18.22%
19.22%
33.41%
26.59%
33.10%
18.37%
11.55%
5.04%
5.81%
10.93%
14.18%
76.67%

Supervisor
< 6 months
6-<12 months
1-<3 years
3-<5 years
≥ 5 years
E1-E4 resp. A2-A4 (lower service)

216
40
133
485
218
411
9

16.74%
3.10%
10.31%
37.60%
16.90%
31.86%
0.70%

340
781
137
13

26.36%
60.54%
10.62%
1.01%

E5-E8 resp. A5-A9 (intermediate service)
E9-E12 resp. A9-A13 (upper intermediate service)
service
E13-E15 resp. A13-A16 (higher service)
B1-B11/non-tariff (top management)
Note. a Categories might not add to 100 % due to missing data.

Measures
Table 2 gives an overview of the measurements of the constructs included in our theoretical
model. Appendix A provides a complete list of all items in English and German.
Unfortunately, not all constructs were measured in both waves, as data collection took place
in the context of a larger research project. In particular, the measure of work engagement is
available only from wave 1, while paradoxical leadership was measured in wave 2. This
violates the recommended order of measuring independent variables prior to the outcome
variables (Podsakoff et al. 2003). However, apart from systematic fluctuations within a
2

person (Sonnentag, Dormann, and Demerouti 2010) and situational influences (Bowling et al.
2005), work-related attitudes tend to be relatively stable over time if there is no job change
(see Mauno, Kinnunen, and Ruokolainen 2007 for work engagement and Dormann and Zapf
2001 for job satisfaction). This construct stability is supported by high correlations of our
other outcomes across the two waves (rsatisfaction_wave1, satisfaction_ wave2 = .89; rperformance_wave1,
performance_ wave2

= .78).

Except for paradoxical leadership, all constructs have repeatedly been applied in
public management research. The paradoxical leadership scale (Sparr, van Knippenberg, and
Kearney 2015) is based on Smith and Lewis’ (2011) four-dimensional categorization of
organizational tensions (i.e., performing, learning, organizing and belonging). Accordingly,
the scale defines paradoxical leadership as a second-order construct with four subdimensions.
As outlined in the theoretical framework, we focused on followers’ perceptions of their
supervisors’ paradoxical leadership behaviour. Reliability analysis based on Cronbach’s
Alpha showed excellent reliability for the total scale (.95) as well as for the four
subdimensions (.85–.91). We conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to examine
whether the theoretically assumed factor model fits our data. Indeed, indices confirm that the
second-order factor model with four first-order factors is the model that fits our data best
(RMSEA = .054; SMRA = .016; CFI = .990; TLI = .985; Appendix B1). All factor loadings
within this model were above .8 (Appendix B2).
Apart from the constructs in our conceptual model, we collected some demographical
data for control purposes. We used respondents’ age, gender, tenure, pay group, team size,
and the duration of the leadership relation (leadership duration) as control variables. These
variables were dummy-coded, except the continuous variable team size.
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Table 2. Measurements
Construct

Source

Sample Item

Response

Wave

Sparrowe et al.
(2001)

“Please rate your work performance
with regard to the following
aspects: Quality of work […]”

1 = “inadequate” to
5 = “very good”

1, 2

Job Satisfaction

Tsui et al. (1992)

“How satisfied are you with the
nature of the work you perform?”

1 = “not satisfied at
all” to
5 = “very satisfied”

1, 2

Organizational
Goal Ambiguity

Pandey and
Wright (2006)

“This organization has clearly
defined goals.”

1 = “totally disagree”
to
5 = “totally agree”

1, 2

Perceived
Performance

Paradoxical
Leadership

Sparr et al. (2015) “My direct leader shows me why it 1 = “totally disagree”
is important to simultaneously keep
to
processes stable AND allow
5 = “totally agree”
flexibility.”

2

Role Ambiguity

Pandey and
“I know exactly what is expected of 1 = “totally disagree”
Wright (2006);
me.”
to
Rizzo et al. (1970)
5 = “totally agree”

1, 2

Work Engagement

Sautier et al.
(2015); Schaufeli
et al. (2002)

“I am enthusiastic about my job.”

1 = “totally disagree”
to
5 = “totally agree”

1

Statistical Analysis
We applied structural equation modelling (SEM) with maximum likelihood (ML) estimator.
SEM allows to analyse relationships between latent constructs and to consider measurement
errors in observed variables (Kline 2010; Reineke 2005). Since the sampling distribution of
indirect effects is assumed not to be normally distributed (Bollen and Stine 1990), we applied
bootstrapping with 1000 replications to calculate bias-corrected confidence intervals. Our
theoretical framework predicts such indirect effects of paradoxical leadership on follower
outcomes through organizational goal ambiguity and role ambiguity. All analyses were run
using Mplus software version 7.4 (Muthén and Muthén 2012).
Our data has a nested structure because followers cluster in teams led by the same
supervisors. Therefore, we considered hierarchical, or multilevel, modelling. However, the
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average cluster size (i.e., number of team members) in our sample is 2.48. This is below the
threshold of at least 3 level-1 observations in each cluster, which is commonly assumed as a
requirement for multilevel analyses. Furthermore, we calculated intraclass correlation
coefficients (ICC), measuring the amount of variance explained by team membership, and
found it for all three outcome variables to be below 10 % (ICCEngagement = .06; ICCSatisfaction =
.09; ICCPerformance = .00). According to Lee (2000), nestedness of data can be neglected if the
between-variance is below this threshold. We therefore proceeded with a single-level
analysis.
We were cognizant of common method bias (CMB; Meier and O'Toole 2013), as our
data was collected from the same sources (i.e., followers) who reported on perceptual
measures in questionnaires. Although there is some debate on how seriously the use of selfreported instruments in survey designs inflates the results (George and Pandey 2017), we
applied the best practice recommendations by Podsakoff and colleagues (2003) to prevent
CMB as far as possible. In particular, we used all procedural remedies related to the design
and implementation of the questionnaire (e.g., protecting respondent anonymity and giving
clear and concise instructions). We also re-estimate some of the models with a temporal
separation between predictor and criterion variables as a robustness check.

Results
Table 3 shows descriptive statistics as well as reliability and validity of our constructs. All
variables showed excellent Cronbach’s Alpha values as well as composite reliability values
above the recommended threshold (> .7). To test discriminant validity of our constructs, we
applied the Fornell-Larcker criterion. Given lower correlations between our latent constructs
than the root of the AVE, we concluded this criterion to be met. An exception presents the
correlation between paradoxical leadership and job satisfaction.
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics, reliability and validity analyses
Construct

Descriptives

Reliability and
convergent validity

Discriminant validity:
Fornell-Larcker criterion

Mean

SD



CR

AVE

1

1 Perceived Performance 4.150

.481

.79

.84

.473

.688

2 Job Satisfaction

3.346

.655

.71

.78

.429

.263

3 Goal Ambiguity

2.735

.860

.80

.86

.672

–.177 –.359

.820

4 Role Ambiguity

2.078

.814

.76

.84

.639

–.337 –.456

.465

5 Paradoxical Leadership 3.224

.964

.95

.96

.672

.177

.863

–.270 –.385

.820

6 Work Engagement

.675

.91

.93

.598

.370

.454

–.293 –.253

.271

3.546

2

3

4

5

6

.655

.800

.773

Note. SD = Standard Deviation; Cronbach’s Alpha; CR = Composite Reliability; Root of AVEs are
presented on the main diagonal of the correlation matrix. Apart from work engagement all presented variables
were measured in wave 2.

Figure 2 displays the results of SEM for three follower outcomes (i.e., job satisfaction, work
engagement, and perceived performance) with standardized regression path coefficients for
all direct effects and the explained variance of the dependent latent variables. For each model,
indices showed satisfactory model fit (RMSEA < 0.08, CFI > 0.86, TLI > 0.84, SRMR <
0.06). Appendix B3 lists the full models.
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Figure 2. Results of structural equation modelling. Model I: Job satisfaction (measured in
wave 2) with standardized regression coefficients. Model II: Work engagement with
standardized regression coefficients (measured in wave 1). Modell III: Perceived
performance (measured in wave 2) with standardized regression coefficients.
*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05.
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Hypothesis 1 predicts that paradoxical leadership is positively related to job satisfaction. The
results confirm this hypothesis, as the path coefficient is indeed positive and significant
(Model I;  = .825, p < .001). Hypothesis 2 suggests that there is a positive relationship
between paradox leadership and work engagement. The findings provide support for this
assumption (Model II;  = .162, p < .001). Hypothesis 3 states that paradoxical leadership
will also be positively associated with perceived performance. We reject this hypothesis
because findings do not lend support (Model III;  = .044, p = .270). Accordingly, we have to
reject Hypothesis 4c and Hypothesis 5c, too, as they suggest only partial mediations between
paradoxical leadership and perceived performance through organizational goal ambiguity and
role ambiguity.
Regarding the hypothesized mediations (Hypotheses 4a-c and 5a-c), all models
indicate negative and significant direct effects of paradoxical leadership on the mediators
(i.e., organizational goal ambiguity and role ambiguity; p < .001). Role ambiguity is
negatively related (p < .05) to job satisfaction (Model I), work engagement (Model II), and
perceived performance (Model III). This also applies to the associations between
organizational goal ambiguity and work engagement (p < .001) and between organizational
goal ambiguity and job satisfaction (p < .05). To test the hypotheses, Table 4 shows the
indirect effects of the mediation paths along with bias-corrected bootstrap confidence
intervals. Given that all specific indirect effects are significant for Models I (job satisfaction)
and II (work engagement), we can confirm Hypotheses 4a and 4b as well as Hypotheses 5a
and 5b. For perceived performance, the results do not suggest any mediation through
organizational goal ambiguity, as the indirect effect is statistically not significant. However,
results corroborate a full mediation through role ambiguity.
In all models, we controlled for respondents’ age, gender, tenure, pay group, the size
of their team, and the duration of their leadership relation (see Appendix C for the estimated
8

path coefficients). Team size is significantly linked to job satisfaction and perceived
performance, such that members of larger teams show lower ratings on these outcome
variables. The longer employees have worked in their district offices, the lower are their
ratings on all three outcomes. Gender is related to perceived performance, with women
reporting higher performance ratings. The higher the employees’ pay group, the higher are
their ratings on job satisfaction. Age is positively related to organizational goal ambiguity,
such that the older the respondents the less intense the perception of organizational goal
ambiguity. The longer followers have worked together with their supervisors (i.e., leadership
duration) and the longer their tenure in general, the lower are their role ambiguity ratings.

Table 4. Standardized indirect effects
Path

Estimate

Bias-corrected
bootstrap interval
2.5%

97.5%

DV: Job satisfaction a
PL c → Goal Ambiguity → Job Satisfaction d

.020

.003

.039

PL c → Role Ambiguity → Job Satisfaction d

.046

.027

.070

PL → Job Satisfaction

.065

.042

.100

PL c → Goal Ambiguity → Work Engagement d

.057

.029

.089

PL → Role Ambiguity → Work Engagement

.048

.009

.087

.105

.066

.148

PL c → Goal Ambiguity → Perceived Performance d

.012

-.008

.033

PL → Role Ambiguity → Perceived Performance

.121

.084

.166

.133

.093

.177

c

e

DV: Work engagement b

c

d

PL c → Work Engagement e
DV: Perceived performance

a

c

PL → Perceived Performance
c

a

d

e

b

c

Notes. DV measured in wave 2; DV measured in wave 1. paradoxical leadership;
specific indirect effect; e sum of indirect effects.

d
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As robustness check, we re-estimated the models with temporal separation between
predictors and outcomes, conditional on the availability of this data. This was the case for
Models I (job satisfaction) and III (perceived performance). Path coefficients and explained
variances were slightly lower than in the models with all data collected in the same wave (see
Appendix D). However, the same patterns emerged from these analyses, and we would have
arrived at the same results of hypotheses testing. We are thus confident that we present robust
results, the limitations of this robustness check notwithstanding.

Discussion and Conclusion
Although the public sector is an arena full of paradoxes, little is known about how public
employees cope with such contradictory but interrelated elements in organizational life. We
join scholarly endeavours to highlight and examine the role of leadership in the management
of organizational paradoxes (Sparr, van Knippenberg, and Kearney 2015; Zhang et al. 2015).
The public management literature has only recently paid attention to paradoxical leadership
(Franken, Plimmer, and Malinen 2020), in spite of repeated calls to engage more with this
approach (Murphy et al. 2017; Tripathi and Dixon 2008). We respond to these calls and
investigate how paradoxical leadership is related to three follower outcomes that are
frequently studied in public management research (i.e., job satisfaction, work engagement,
and perceived performance), and how these relationships are mediated by organizational goal
ambiguity and role ambiguity (Pandey 2010; Rainey and Jung 2015). Our findings contribute
to the literature in different ways.
Most importantly, we expand the nomological network of public leadership.
Leadership scholars in the field of public management have paid increasing attention to
aspects of leadership that have particular relevance to the public sector (Fernandez, Cho, and
Perry 2010; Tummers and Knies 2016; Vogel and Masal 2015). Arguably, this applies to
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paradoxical leadership because the public sector inherently gives rise to paradoxes. Our
results confirm that paradoxical leadership is both a valid and relevant construct in the public
sector. The findings establish strong and positive relationships between paradoxical
leadership and both job satisfaction and work engagement of public employees. Regarding
job satisfaction, our study joins the plethora of research on the paramount role of leadership
for a satisfied workforce in the public sector (Cantarelli, Belardinelli, and Belle 2016). In
contrast, work engagement has been less frequently researched in the public sector. Our
results are consistent with findings from private sector contexts (Sparr, van Knippenberg, and
Kearney 2015) and support previous evidence that leaders in middle management positions
play an important role in fostering work engagement in public organizations (Ancarani et al.
2020).
Mediation analyses demonstrate that besides direct effects of paradoxical leadership
on job satisfaction and work engagement, there are significant indirect effects through
organizational goal ambiguity and role ambiguity. This finding is noteworthy because
scholarship in public management has repeatedly demonstrated that goal and role ambiguity
are negatively associated with follower outcomes in the public sector (e.g., Chun 2005; Chun
and Rainey 2005; Jung 2014). Our study echoes these findings and shows that paradoxical
leadership buffers such negative effects by increasing goal and role clarity. This supports the
assumption that leadership in the public sector has the potential to reduce ambiguity at the
workplace (Rainey and Jung 2015).
Our results for perceived performance show a somewhat different pattern. In contrast
to job satisfaction and work engagement, we find no association of paradoxical leadership
with perceived performance, which is not in line with empirical evidence from private
settings (Sparr et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2015). A possible explanation is that performance in
the public sector is a multifaceted construct, which is less easy to define and to reflect upon
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than performance in the private sector (Andersen, Boesen, and Pedersen 2016). This might be
a particular problem when performance is measured with self-reported constructs, which we
did in this study. Another explanation is that reflective and affective outcomes might be more
responsive to the sense-giving about paradoxes by leaders, a core aspect of paradoxical
leadership (Sparr, van Knippenberg, and Kearney 2015). A reflective and affective character
applies to job satisfaction and work engagement more than to performance, which
corresponds more to a behavioural, results-based construct. We do find, however, a full
mediation of paradoxical leadership and perceived performance through role ambiguity. This
suggests that the clarity of work roles is more important for public employees to perform well
than the clarity of organizational goals, which are more distant to the workplace.
Our study also expands on the variety of paradox research by focusing on an
underresearched context (i.e., the public sector) and by shifting attention to the micro-level of
managing organizational paradoxes (i.e., leadership). While there is plenty of research on the
occurrence and significance of different kinds of organizational paradoxes, both in private
and public organizations, the focus on how to accept, deal with, and resolve them in daily
work routines has received less attention (e.g., Miron-Spektor et al., 2018). Our study
supports the view that leaders play a key role in the management of paradoxes (Rosing,
Frese, and Bausch 2011; Sparr, van Knippenberg, and Kearney 2015; Zhang et al. 2015). We
advance this view by demonstrating that paradoxical leadership does not only matter on the
senior management level (Smith 2014), but across all levels of the hierarchy. Moreover, our
study shows that paradoxical leadership is significant not only in private settings, but also –
and probably even more – in the public sector (Franken, Plimmer, and Malinen 2020).
However, our deviant findings on the association with perceived performance suggest that the
effects of paradoxical leadership cannot be fully generalized across different contexts and that
more research in this field is needed.
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Finally, we contribute to both research and practice of HRM in the public sector.
Among the central goals of HRM is the attraction and retention of employees, which requires
working conditions that will keep them satisfied, engaged, and motivated to perform well.
HR managers in the public sector should play an important role to establish such work
conditions. Our results echo claims for management approaches that specifically address the
ambiguous working conditions of the public sector (e.g., Franken et al., 2020; Murphy et al.,
2017). Given that paradoxical leadership addresses these calls, HR managers in the public
sector should adapt recruitment policies and training programmes accordingly, such that
leaders applying both/and strategies are selected into public sector careers and those with less
experiences in dealing with paradoxes are developed along their careers. For example,
leadership development should raise awareness for organizational paradoxes and provide best
practice examples of how to cope with them. This will be most successful in organizational
cultures that accept paradoxes as inevitable and fruitful elements of public organizations,
rather than as barriers. Additionally, we contribute to public managers’ everyday practice by
identifying a prospective leadership approach for effectively leading followers within
paradoxical public environments. We invite leaders to reflect upon the inevitable presence of
public paradoxes and upon fruitful ways of coping with and flourishing through them.
Leaders should use their scope to give sense to their followers about these paradoxes and to
make them understand that this change of perspective entails opportunities. Through this
process of influencing, followers feel supported and guided through uncertain and ambiguous
work place conditions, and are thus more likely to show beneficial motivational and
behavioural responses.
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Limitations and Future Research Directions
As any research, our study is not without limitations. First, we acknowledge some limitations
arising from our methods. Although we prevented CMB to the largest possible extent, we
cannot fully exclude this issue because we used self-reported measures. Further, as noted
above, the results for one outcome variable (i.e., work engagement) should be interpreted
with caution because the survey design did not allow us to measure the main predictor
variable prior to the outcome. Future research could collect data from multiple sources and at
multiple times or apply research designs that allow for stronger causal inference.
Second, there are possible theoretical limitations. We focused on the three follower
outcomes that are of major interest in public management research, but paradoxical
leadership might also have an impact on other important outcomes. Future research could
thus expand the conceptual framework, for example by public service motivation, turnover
intentions, or other measures of individual, team, and organizational performance. The same
applies to the mediators in our framework. We focused on the mediating effects of goal and
role ambiguity, but it might be interesting to include other mediators as well as moderators.
For example, leadership experience and job characteristics might have an impact on how
effective paradoxical leadership is in the public sector.
Third, we acknowledge empirical limitations that emerge from our focus on a specific
country setting (i.e., Germany). Paradoxes might be particularly salient in the German public
sector because new reform paradigms, such as NPM or NPG, clash with the rigid tradition of
Weberian bureaucracy. At the same time, paradoxical leadership might clash with the
German rule-of-law culture with its strong preference for unambiguity and precision. Both
these aspects might raise issues of external validity. Future research should thus replicate
research on paradoxical leadership in other public contexts and examine both the salience of
paradoxical leadership and its effects on follower outcomes in other administrative cultures.
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Concluding Remarks
Despite these limitations, this study contributes to public management research by exploring
the new research field of paradoxical leadership in public organizations (Franken, Plimmer,
and Malinen 2020). The results encourage public leaders to give sense to their followers as to
why to execute seemingly competing yet interrelated behaviours. Thereby, our study paves
the way for more dynamic public leadership approaches that account for the challenges of
leading and working in the public sector. Both scholars and practitioners in public
management should have an interest in how paradoxical leadership can reduce ambiguity in
public organizations and, in turn, yield beneficial follower outcomes. A deeper understanding
of paradoxical leadership will help public organizations to benefit from the fruitful potential
of leading and working with and through paradoxes.
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