
       (Blank Page) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ljr70538
Typewritten Text

ljr70538
Typewritten Text



lo t, r7

DISSERTATION APPROVED BY

Rob Kooncg Ed.D., Chair

Timothy Guetterrnan, Ph.D., Committee Member

Breen, Ph.D., Committee Member,

Gail M. Jensen, Ph.D., Dean

Date

I

J



 

 

 

 

LEVERAGING PARADOXICAL TENSIONS: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC CASE STUDY 

OF A PRIVATE NONPROFIT U.S. HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTION 

 

 

 

 

 

___________________________________ 

 

By 

PATRICK A. BENNETT 

 

___________________________________ 

 

 

 

A DISSERTATION IN PRACTICE 

 

 

Submitted to the faculty of the Graduate School of Creighton University in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements for the degree of Doctor of Education in 

Interdisciplinary Leadership 

_________________________________ 

 

Omaha, NE  

 October 9, 2018 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 2018, Patrick A. Bennett 

 

This document is copyrighted material.  Under copyright law, no part of this document 

may be reproduced without the expressed permission of the author. 



                           iii 

Abstract 

Private nonprofit higher education within the United States continues to experience 

unprecedented disruption and discontinuous change in an industry not known for its 

flexibility and adaptability.  The current ethnographic case study describes how the 

culture-sharing senior leadership team of a private nonprofit U.S. institution of higher 

education leverages tensions to create strategic agility.  The results of the study yielded 

six major themes including (a) fostering a culture that seeks and embraces innovation 

through paradoxical tensions, (b) creating a mindset for innovation and growth, (c) 

generating collaboration and partnership, (d) forming teams mindfully and purposefully, 

(e) managing tensions positively, and (f) increasing institutional responsiveness through 

the creation of flexible capacities.  From the study’s results, a conceptual model is 

proposed to aid like institutions in creating greater strategic agility. 

 Keywords: Paradox leadership, paradoxical tensions, ambidexterity, strategic 

agility, higher education, private nonprofit 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

“Sometimes reality is too complex.  Stories give it form." 

  - Jean Luc Godard 

Introduction and Background 

During the last decade, the higher education sector within the United States has 

faced discontinuous and often disruptive changes such as economic pressures and 

systematic declines in new enrollment and retention of existing students.  One result of 

these abrupt changes has been the unparalleled increase in the cost of tuition and fees 

within the U.S. system of higher education.  Based on data from the College Board’s 

2016 Trends in College Pricing Report (College Board, 2016), the cost of higher 

education since 1986 has increased on average across all sectors by 260% after adjusting 

for increases in the Consumer Price Index (CPI).  These increases have created regulatory 

(Higher Education Opportunity Act, 2008), accreditation (Zemsky, 2013), and financial 

(College Board, 2016) challenges.  These challenges, in turn, may be inhibiting strategic 

agility during a time in which the private nonprofit higher education sector is being 

forced to generate new revenue streams. 

Statement of the Problem  

Following the great recession of 2008, a macro-economic paradigm shift occurred 

increasing downward pressure on undergraduate university domestic enrollments 

(National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2017).  The impact of this enrollment 

decline is so dramatic for some institutions that renowned futurist Thomas Frey has 

estimated that 50% of all private colleges and universities within the United States will 

collapse by 2030 due to insolvency (Frey, 2013).  Moody’s Investor Service reported that 
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more than 30% of smaller private nonprofit institutions within the U.S. with a regional 

focus operated with a deficit in 2016 (Berman, 2017).  This represents an increase of 20% 

over the last three years.  Furthermore, Moody’s Investors Service (2017) downgraded 

the 2018 financial outlook for U.S. higher education from stable to negative, as it expects 

expenses to outpace revenues within the sector.  Additionally, the National Center for 

Education Statistics reports the Midwestern and Northeastern regions of the U.S. will see 

up to a 5% decline in public elementary and secondary school enrollment by 2025 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2017).  Therefore, it is reasonable to think that 

private nonprofit institutions of higher education will need increased flexibility and 

agility to survive out into the future.   

 Paradoxical Tensions in Private Nonprofit Higher Education 

If the survival of an organization is predicated on how well it responds to the 

shifting ecosystem (Bryson, 2011), then private institutions of higher education need the 

ability to change and adapt quickly and effectively.  As the higher education ecosystem 

continues to experience disruption, sustainability is likely dependent on an institution’s 

ability to provide well-planned and accurate strategic responses.  Furthermore, private 

nonprofit institutions of higher education operate with multiple institutional logics.  Jay 

(2013) describes these types of institutions as hybrid organizations that have a 

paradoxical existence due to “…ambiguity about whether certain organizational 

outcomes represent success or failure” (p. 137).  Is it possible that paradoxical 

approaches to managing tensions could help private nonprofit institutions of higher 

education derive new sources of revenue to increase solvency, while at the same time 

creating greater access to educational opportunities for those they seek to serve? 
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Paradoxical Tensions and Leadership   

This study is supported by two theories that address paradoxical tensions and their 

potential to create positive outcomes within organizational leadership.  The first is the 

theory of ambidexterity.  Ambidexterity is defined as “the capacity to simultaneously 

achieve alignment and adaptability at a business-unit level” (Gibson & Birinshaw, 2004, 

p. 209).  The second is paradox leadership theory.  Paradox theory states that 

contradictory tensions (a) create increased awareness of strategic opportunities by 

employees, (b) increase the ability to adapt and seize such events by the organization, (c) 

engender unification of organizational leadership, and create resource flexibility (Lewis, 

Andriopoulos, Smith, 2014).   

Furthermore, paradoxical tensions are thought of as the strains and pressures 

created between strategic emphasis and elasticity (Bingham, Furr & Eisenhardt, 2014).  

Research suggests that the long-standing paradox between interdependency and strategic 

renewal may actually create a new and more successful model when these approaches are 

combined (Albert, Kreutzer, & Lechner, 2014).  Why, then, do so many leaders and 

organizations resist addressing these tensions when the benefits of such an approach seem 

to align with success and sustainability? 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the current ethnographic case study was to formally document 

how senior leaders in a private nonprofit U.S. higher education institution leverage 

paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility.  
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Research Question 

 The current qualitative study was guided by the following research question: 

How do senior leaders of a private nonprofit U.S. higher education institution leverage 

paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility?  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to formally document how senior leaders of a private 

nonprofit U.S. institution of higher education leverage paradoxical tensions to create 

strategic agility.  Furthermore, the study sought to provide a framework that other 

institutions of higher education may use to increase strategic agility.  By incorporating 

existing research on paradox with the data from the study, a set of practices emerged, 

were documented, and a model proposed for use by the existing and other like 

organizations. 

Methodology Overview 

This study was conducted using a blend of qualitative methods including 

ethnography and case study.  Wolcott (2008) defines ethnography as involving the 

research of social behaviors of a selected group of individuals.  Gerring (2004) describes 

a case study as “an intensive study of a single unit with an aim to generalize across a 

larger set of units” (p. 341).  Lastly, Fusch, Fusch, and Ness (2017) suggest that a focused 

ethnography bounded by a case study is practicable design approach in seeking to answer 

certain research questions.  

With this in mind, a specific group of culture-sharing senior leaders within a 

single university setting bound the case.  Yin (2014) states that the case study 

methodology is appropriate when the research question is how and the case under 
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investigation is current and not completely in the past.  Furthermore, this study lent itself 

to qualitative methods that allow multiple types of data collection and analysis techniques 

to create a case description and case themes that aided in exploring this real-life system 

over time (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014).  

In addition, the study sought to describe the essence of the institution’s senior 

leadership culture-sharing group through the documentation of an individual case at a 

specific point in time (Creswell, 2013).  As Galvan (2017) suggests, “The goal of 

qualitative research is to understand how participants perceive their own reality – not to 

establish a so-called objective reality” (p. 58).  The leadership interview protocol used by 

Lewis et al. (2014) was adapted for this research.  This qualitative approach of using an 

interview protocol that has been pilot tested aligns with the best practices and principles 

of professionalism outlined by Babbie (2013).  

Definition of Relevant Terms 

The following terms are used throughout this study: 

 Ambidexterity: “The capacity to simultaneously achieve alignment and 

adaptability at a business-unit level” (Gibson & Birinshaw, 2004, p. 209).  

 Discontinuous Change: External change that is sudden and non-incremental in 

nature (Birkinshaw, Zimmermann, & Raisch, 2016).   

 Leadership: “The process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals 

to achieve a common goal” (Northouse, 2016, p. 7).  

 Paradox Leadership Theory: How contradictory tensions create increased 

awareness of strategic opportunities by employees, increase the ability to adapt and seize 



LEVERAGING TENSIONS 6 

such events by the organization, engender unification of organizational leadership, and 

create resource flexibility (Lewis, et al., 2014).  

 Strategic Agility: “How an organization remains flexible to respond to complex, 

global, and dynamic environments” (Lewis, et al., 2014). 

Delimitations and Limitations 

Delimitations 

The current case study involved a single institution.  Furthermore, the study 

involved only interviews with specific institutional senior leadership.  This is a generally 

accepted practice within qualitative research.  Creswell (2013) states, “The study of more 

than one case dilutes the overall analysis; the more cases one studies, the less the depth in 

any single case” (p. 101).  Due to the nature of the research topic and the unique 

opportunity to chronicle the culture and paradoxical leadership approaches of the selected 

institution, a single case study was an appropriate methodological approach.  As stated 

earlier, there is the recognized risk that the research results would not be overly 

generalizable, as multiple cases were not compared.  However, this is not necessarily a 

concern that is very meaningful to qualitative researchers.  As is common with qualitative 

research and case studies in particular, parts of the research results and lessons learned 

could be transferable to other organizational contexts and may have implications for 

future research.  Lastly, a very detailed description of the case will promote 

transferability. 
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Limitations 

There is a potential limitation in that participants were only interviewed one time.  

However, this is a common practice in qualitative research (Creswell, 2013) and other 

data such as internal documents, institutional financials such as 990s, and external 

records such as reports from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 

(IPEDS) were collected to triangulate the results of the interviews.  This is intrinsically 

the nature of a case study.  

A second possible limitation is that a portion of this study used a focused 

ethnography method that was very specific regarding what was examined and occurred 

over a shorter amount of time such as a few weeks (Fusch, Fusch, & Ness, 2017).  

However, the purpose of the focused ethnography method was to understand the essence 

of the shared values and norms of the culture-sharing group participating in the study 

from their shared perspectives.  This methodological approach best supported answering 

the research question within this proposal.  

A third potential limitation is that interviewees may misrepresent information 

shared within the interview process.  Interviewing and observing 12 to 16 participants 

aided in gleaning composite themes (Creswell, 2013) around leveraging tensions; 

however, the researcher was not able to control for the potential for misrepresentation of 

information shared in interviews.  

Lastly, the researcher lives in and is part of the culture-sharing group that was 

studied.  Dwyer and Buckle (2009) describe this approach within qualitative research as 

having a membership status as an insider.  There are merits to this approach, but it is 



LEVERAGING TENSIONS 8 

recommended that the researcher be aware of personal bias through reflective practices 

such as journaling. 

The Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

 For the purposes of the study, leadership is defined as a practice and process.  

Leadership best practices and processes can be taught (Bass, 1990) and are not based 

merely on traits or characteristics (Northouse, 2016).  Effective leadership within private 

nonprofit higher education requires a unique set of skills, characteristics, and 

achievements.  Such characteristics are the hallmark of interdisciplinary leadership.   

 Universities are comprised of multiple colleges offering a wide-range of subjects 

and led by a diverse group through a shared governance model.  However, the landscape 

of higher education in the U.S. is changing quickly and it is imperative that current and 

future leaders know how to embrace this change and successfully lead their institutions.  

Therefore, this study explored paradox leadership approaches that might aid in creating 

strategic agility. 

Significance of the Study 

 Over the past 30 years, there have been significant disruptive changes in the U.S. 

system of higher education (Zemsky, 2013) contributing to the exponential increase in 

tuition and fees (College Board, 2016).  These changes have highlighted many paradoxes 

that Lewis et al. (2014) identified in the for-profit sectors including strategy versus 

agility, efficiency versus creativity, and control versus empowerment.  However, there 

has been little scholarly research completed regarding what paradox leadership 

approaches are present and effective in the private nonprofit higher education sector 

within the U.S and how senior leaders leverage these practices.  
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 Therefore, this qualitative study sought to augment the current research in the area 

of paradox leadership approaches by documenting how a single institution of higher 

education approaches and leverages these conundrums.  Additionally, this study puts 

forth a potentially transferrable set of recommendations and a conceptual framework 

regarding how leaders within the private nonprofit sector of U.S. higher education can 

leverage paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility.  Lastly, as this is a rather 

innovative qualitative study, there is the possibility that there may be implications for 

further qualitative and quantitative research in the area of paradoxical leadership and 

within the blended method of ethnographic case studies. 

Summary 

As the private nonprofit regional sector of higher education continues to 

experience unprecedented discontinuous change and macro-economic pressures, there is 

a growing need for increased strategic agility to sustain out into the future.  This 

ethnographic case study sought to elucidate how a single private nonprofit U.S. higher 

education institution leverages paradoxical tension to enable strategic agility.  

Furthermore, this study provides a conceptual and concrete framework that other 

institutions of higher education may adapt for their own use.  Lastly, the results of this 

study have implications for future research.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The following literature review provides a synthesis of current empirical research 

in the field of paradoxical leadership approaches that enable strategic agility, increase 

speed to good decision-making, unit-level ambidexterity, positive organizational 

behavior, and participative decision-making.  Major themes explored include (a) the 

higher education context, (b) paradoxical approaches to leadership, (c) unit-level 

ambidexterity, and (d) transformational leadership approaches.  Through the review of 

recent scholarly articles on the subject of paradox leadership approaches, a number of key 

themes and subthemes emerge regarding the nature of how leaders and organizations 

respond to new opportunities, and the positive organizational change that ensues.  As 

Rogers (2003) suggested, “individuals and organizations make a series of innovation-

decisions to accept or reject recent innovations” (p. 168). 

The Roots of Paradox 

How we think about the concept of paradox is rooted in philosophy and 

psychology (Miron-Spektor, Ingram, Keller, Smith, & Lewis, 2018).  Writings on the 

nature of paradox can be traced back to ancient Rome with thought experiments such as 

The Ship of Theseus (Plutarch, 1894).  The central thematic question in this thought 

experiment involves the balancing of two seemingly opposing ideas that could be equally 

true or false depending on the reader’s context and vantage point.  In today’s higher 

education environment, leaders and employees alike face these paradoxes every day.  For 

example, U.S. higher education institutions face (a) demands for higher quality courses 

provided at a lower price, (b) the need to increase organizational financial health while 
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lowering the cost of tuition, (c) and increasing graduation rates while providing greater 

access (https://www.ed.gov/college).  These paradoxical situations require new 

leadership approaches that enable strategic agility. 

Numerous theories and models inform appropriate leadership styles that can 

address paradoxical tensions and aid in creating positive organizational change.  In recent 

studies, the benefits and attributes of unit-level ambidexterity have been described as the 

balancing of paradoxical tensions that can create strategic agility for organizations and 

improved decision-making speed (Albert, Kreutzer, & Lechner, 2014; Jansen, Simsek, & 

Cao, 2012; Lewis, Andriopoulos, & Smith, 2014).  Most of the current body of research 

has been conducted in the for-profit sector; however, implications for future research 

suggest these approaches could also be transferable to other sectors.   

The U.S. Higher Education Context 

As of 2016, the higher education industry within the United States consisted of 

4,724 degree granting institutions that participate in Title IV federal financial aid (“U.S. 

Department of Education”, 2016).  The vast majority of these colleges and universities 

are either regional private institutions or two-year community colleges.  In 1981, there 

were 3,231 colleges and universities in this segment.  By 2001, only two decades later, it 

had grown to 4,182 (“U.S. Department of Education”, 2016).  Nearly 1,000 colleges and 

universities were added to the segment during this time.  The majority of this growth 

occurred within the four-year college segment, which saturated the market and increased 

competition for enrollment (“U.S. Department of Education”, 2016).  

Due to this rapid expansion of higher education providers, enrollment growth, and 

other revenue generating activities, institutions of higher education have expanded well 
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beyond the traditional brick and mortar borders.  Unconventional providers and new 

methods of delivery have included fully at-a-distance providers such as Western 

Governors University (https://www.wgu.edu) and for-profit education publishers 

(https://www.pearson.com; https://edservices.wiley.com/) engage in recruiting and course 

creation for other accredited institutions of higher education (Zemsky, 2013).  These 

activities have included a focus on different ways for students to achieve learning 

outcomes that require a radical reimagining of curriculum and design.  New approaches 

will need to provide the ability to cost effectively extend enrollment boundaries beyond 

their original metropolitan/rural statistical areas, while at the same time preserving or 

even improving the overall academic quality.  For example, higher education is 

increasingly becoming globalized, in part due to technological advances, and this is 

increasing competition and access (Bagley & Portnoi, 2014).  However, according to Doz 

and Kosonen (2008), American organizations that wish to capitalize on this emerging 

market need to shift their thinking to an equation consisting of agility = sensitivity x unity 

x fluidity.  Bagley and Portnoi (2014) refer to this new market opportunity as a globalized 

knowledge economy, or k-economy.  There are complex and multifactorial components 

related to the establishment of program-based global higher education 

partnerships.  These multifactorial components include cultural context, content 

expertise, design, delivery, project management, and administration skills.  

Institutions of higher education are not known for their ability to effectively adopt 

change (Zemsky, 2013, p. 4).  These antiquated and ridged educational models make 

initiating and sustaining new revenue generating initiatives such as innovating new 

curriculum models and implementing global partnerships between universities more 
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challenging.  This may be due in part to the cognitive bias involved with familiar tools 

and the human tendency to overuse what is readily available instead of seeking out the 

right tool to apply to the identified problem.  As Maslow (1966) so eloquently suggested, 

“…I suppose it is tempting, if the only tool you have is a hammer, to treat everything as if 

it were a nail” (p. 24).  Could it be that leveraging paradox leadership approaches to 

managing tensions could increase strategic agility and flexibility for private nonprofit 

institutions of higher education?   

Paradoxical Approaches to Leadership 

   Paradoxical approaches to managing tensions aid in seizing strategic 

opportunities by employees and increase the efficacy of the organization (Lewis, et al., 

2014).  An example of organizational paradox is planning and strategy versus 

improvisation and agility.  In this instance, the organization may seek to have a thorough 

and well thought-out strategic plan prior to any level of execution; however, the planning 

cycle itself could take precious time and resources away from capturing the fleeting 

opportunity (Lewis, et al., 2014).  This is where improvisation and agility are required at 

the same time.  Paradoxical leadership approaches work to manage or even create the 

tensions of two seemingly “contradictory yet interrelated elements” (Lewis, et al., 2014, 

p. 59). 

 How might leaders view the contradiction of having a stable and sustainable 

organization, while at the same time moving and changing to adapt and grow?  As seen 

through the lens of two different streams of thought to include the inertial view [stable 

and slowing] and the adaptive view [moving and changing], research suggests that the 

long-standing paradox between interdependency and strategic renewal may actually 
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create a new and more successful model when combined (Albert, et al., 2014).  Based on 

these findings, there are two important byproducts or subthemes associated with 

paradoxical leadership approaches that aid organizations.  These subthemes include 

enabling strategic agility and increasing the speed of improved decision-making.   

Enabling Strategic Agility   

Lewis et al. (2014) examined how pursuing and emphasizing paradox within an 

organization enables and increases strategic agility (p. 56).  Lewis et al. found a strong 

correlation between the leveraging of paradoxical tensions to improve unit-level decision-

making, corporate strategic agility, and overall organizational performance.   

The concept of enhanced organizational performance through strategic agility is 

also supported by the work of Jansen, Simsek, and Cao (2012), whereby the researchers 

examined large European financial firms with branch locations that demonstrated 

dynamic capabilities through ambidextrous units.  Jansen et al. conclude that unit-level 

ambidexterity in a multi-unit context positively and directly affects performance at the 

unit-level.  One of the key components identified as an enabling agent of ambidexterity at 

the unit-level was decentralized decision-making with organizations having more 

centralized controls taking longer to act due to the information travel time which, in turn, 

reduced unit-level effectiveness and performance (Jansen, et al., 2012).   

In addition, Smith and Lewis (2011) formulated a model of dynamic equilibrium 

that arranges the organization in a way to capitalize on paradoxical tensions that leverage 

peak performance today and enables future success.  Perhaps these researched approaches 

are an answer to what Zemsky (2013) referred as higher education’s lack of ability to 

adopt new approaches to new problems.  Is it possible that U.S. private nonprofit higher 
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education institutions benefit from paradoxical leadership approaches and unit-level 

ambidexterity, as have for-profit organizations?  

Improved Decision-Making 

As it relates to long-term organizational success, empirical peer-reviewed 

research on the subject of agile and rapid strategic decision-making also includes 

literature on the impacts and benefits of management controls (Kownatzki, Walter, Floyd, 

& Lechner, 2013), the benefits of leadership-created tensions (Lewis, 2000) leadership 

styles that enable (Johnson, 2015), and unit ambidexterity/unit performance (Jansen, et 

al., 2012).  This research is inclusive of both for-profit and nonprofit sectors and may 

bode well for private nonprofit U.S. higher education institutions.   

 According to Lewis, et al., the goal of decision-making is to “identify a both/and 

solution that leverages synergies and distinctions of the opposing elements” (p. 56).  

These contradictory tensions create better awareness of strategic opportunities, improved 

ability to seize such events, increased unification of leadership, and resource fluidity.  

The use of this model also empowers rapid, flexible decision-making (Doz & Kosonen, 

2008).   

By comparison, Kownatzki et al. (2013) found that the speed of strategic 

decision-making at the strategic business unit-level related directly to organizational 

performance.  According to Kownatzki et al., the relationship between decision speed and 

corporate controls is the function of five interceding components including (a) 

transparency/alignment, (b) outcome orientation, (c) participation, (d) trust, and (e) 

timely feedback.  When these interceding components were executed at a high-level, 

agile strategic decision-making was more prevalent and organizational performance was 
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enhanced.  Taken together, these studies indicate a strong connection between strategic 

flexibility, leadership unity, and organization performance as they relate to improved 

agile strategic decision-making.    

It is important to differentiate between dynamic and erratic decision-making.  In 

one case study analysis, hostile work environments were found to increase the number of 

erratic strategic decisions as the managers felt at risk within the internal organization 

(Mitchell, Shephard, & Sharfman, 2010).  However, in dynamic and quickly changing 

environments, the organizational leaders were more consistent in their strategic decision-

making.  This work confirmed through empirical evidence that erratic strategic decision-

making processes lessen the overall strategic effectiveness of an organization (Mitchell, 

et al., 2010).  Taken together, these findings indicate that organizational performance is 

not simply a matter of good decision-making by leaders, but rather, is in fact correlated to 

levels of organizational trust, transparency, and participation.   

Unit-Level Ambidexterity 

Resource Interdependency and Munificence  

 Having reviewed the two important byproducts of enabling strategic agility and 

increasing the decision speed, unit-level ambidexterity can now be further explained.  

Jansen et al. (2012) explored the effects of resource constraints on unit-level 

ambidexterity and performance.  Resource interdependency and resource munificence are 

important distinctions in the study.  Resource interdependency is defined within this 

context as resources that are dependent upon one another, which diminishes their ability 

to execute in an agile and flexible manner (Jansen et al., 2012).  Munificence is defined in 

this context as resources that are independent and can leverage ambidexterity (Jansen et 
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al., 2012).  Thus, when units are empowered and have decentralized decision-making 

abilities, resource interdependence is lowered.  However, while unrestrained munificence 

can help to capture all available resources, it too can lower overall performance.  This 

indicates that resource leveling is a key factor.  Interdependency between units may, 

therefore, also reduce ambidexterity in a multi-unit context and negatively affect 

performance at the unit-level.  Institutions of higher education can take from the Jansen et 

al. study that new initiatives require the correct number of dedicated resources in order to 

be sustainable.  Under or over resourcing can have the effect of lowering overall 

performance.  

Dynamic Capabilities  

Positioning an organization to be opportunistic through unit-level ambidexterity 

also creates resilience during times of change through dynamic capabilities.  Birkinshaw, 

Zimmermann, and Raisch (2016) used three illustrative case studies with companies 

including Nestle, GSK, and BMW to analyze the concept of discontinuous change and 

how organizations adapt in these circumstances.  As defined by the researchers, 

discontinuous change is described as change that occurs suddenly and perhaps without 

warning (Birkinshaw et al., 2016).  The focus of this research is on why many firms fail 

to survive in environments of discontinuous change.  Kodak, Lehman Brothers, and 

Blockbuster were cited as examples of firms that did not adapt to discontinuous change 

and thus failed all together.  Birkinshaw et al. propose the concept of dynamic 

capabilities as a potential change model that allows organizations to not only survive 

discontinuous change, but to thrive.  Dynamic capabilities in this context are defined as 
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an institution’s capacity to generate, prolong, improve, and safeguard its distinctive 

intellectual and physical properties.   

The research findings of Birkinshaw, et al. (2016) also suggest that each level 

within the adaption process during organizational change has a set of distinctive and 

identifiable dynamic capabilities.  These dynamic capabilities were found to tie to the 

specific heritage and culture of the organization.  Based on the long-held traditions and 

culture of higher education, private higher education institutions could learn much from 

these cases where failure to adapt had dramatic and severe consequences.  Additionally, 

this study indicates the importance of considering an organization’s heritage and culture 

when facing change. 

Opportunistic Behavior 

“In the middle of difficulty lies opportunity.” 

       - John Archibald Wheeler, 1979 

The research of Smith, Binns, and Tushman (2010) suggests that the world is 

increasingly global in nature, more competitive than ever, and requires that leaders have 

the ability to select and implement potentially contradictory business models and projects 

at the same time.  This is described as leveraging dynamic capabilities to encourage 

opportunistic behavior.  In a similar vein, Bolden and Petrov (2014) pursued research to 

redefine the complex and distributed leadership construct within higher education.  The 

study highlighted cross-departmental and cross-institutional leadership and collaboration.  

The results suggest that the three-part paradigm of leader, follower, and goals is an 

unfavorable model for higher education and that a more distributed model of 

accountability was more suited to the collective nature of the industry.  Lastly, evidence 



LEVERAGING TENSIONS 19 

suggests that while not a panacea, recognition of the micro-politics involved in higher 

education may help improve university-employer engagement by introducing assets and 

incentives where most appropriate.  These findings further suggest that unit-level 

ambidexterity could be increasingly applicable and beneficial to higher education.  Jones, 

Lefoe, Harvey, and Ryland (2012) further echo such recommendations by arguing for a 

new leadership paradigm within higher education that serves to connect faculty, staff, and 

executives using a distributive and collaborative framework with the perceived outcome 

leading to increased employee engagement and improved learning and teaching. 

Leadership Literature 

“We’re all leaders, and we’re leading all the time, well or poorly.”  

Lowney, 2003. para. 41 

Paradox and Transformational Leadership 

While managing the tensions of exploiting the existing and seeking new 

opportunities are important parts creating strategic agility, so too are the leadership 

practices employed to both transform and support the culture and behavior of an 

organization.  Burpitt’s (2009) study results demonstrate that transformational leadership 

is a superior approach over transactional leadership for organizations dealing with the 

paradox of simultaneous exploration and exploitation.  The organizations studied were 

better in “…development of new products, markets, manufacturing, and management 

systems, and new skills and capabilities, and earned greater revenues in the process” (p. 

227) than were their peers.  Therefore, transformational leadership practices should be 

considered when dealing with paradox.     
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Transformational leadership is defined as an ethically-based style (Caldwell, 

Dixon, & Floyd, 2012).  Bass (1990) describes transformational leadership transpiring 

when the flowing three events occur: (a) the leader raises the followers’ interests up, (b) 

when the entire group understands and promotes the mission, and (c) the followers see 

the welfare and mission of the group as more important than their own personal goals.  In 

this way, leaders and employees have the opportunity to self-stereotype around the notion 

of a common set of goals that revolve around the mission of the organization.  This is 

very beneficial during a time of transformation.  Based on the research of Haslam, 

Reicher, and Platow (2011), this type of we [inclusive] leadership, demonstrates that 

focusing on the team is a superior approach that yields improved results.  Together, the 

institution transforms itself through leader and employee unity of purpose. 

Transformational Leadership and Positivity 

One of the tenants of transformational leadership is actions being consistent with 

words, thus creating opportunities for trust between leaders and followers (Bass, 1990).  

In times of discontinuous change, this type of positive leadership style is greatly 

beneficial.  Additionally, these types of positive organizational behavior (POB) 

interventions by transformational leaders have favorable impact on overall employee 

satisfaction and organizational performance (Youssef & Luthans, 2007).  For example, 

the research of Youssef and Luthans (2007) suggests that positive psychological 

capabilities such as hope, optimism, and resilience have a positive relationship between 

employee performance, job satisfaction, work happiness, and organizational commitment.  

As an organization copes with the tensions created by paradoxes, POB interventions 

likely aid in creating an environment in which employees can trust and engage.  Fostering 
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trust is a crucial aspect of transformational leadership, which in turn engenders 

engagement (Bass, 1990).  Furthermore, the research of Jo and Shim (2004) supports this 

idea as it suggests that employees that perceive positive messages are more apt to create 

relationships with their respective leaders.  This, too, is indicative of the we leadership 

principles and transformational leadership.   

Transformation through Humble Leadership 

In addition to transformational leadership, humble leadership styles serve 

organizations well and may be further considered for their efficacy in higher education.  

Waldman and Bowen (2016) state that leaders must become paradox-savvy regarding 

their environment, the context around them, and know how to cope with the many 

conundrums commonly found in organizations.  Furthermore, paradox-savvy leaders 

must maintain relevancy and remain humble.  Owens and Hekman (2011) found that 

humble leadership approaches improve organizational performance and trust.  When 

practicing these leadership approaches, organizations and employees are served in ways 

that create increased confidence and provide improved results.  Owens and Hekman’s 

also found a significant correlation between the modeling of humble leadership 

behaviors, such as vulnerability, and a need for further development and followers’ 

interpretation of this as a workplace norm.  Additionally, transformational leadership 

research demonstrates that this leadership approach and style can be taught (Bass, 1990).  

The research of Chami-Malaeb and Garavan (2013) found a positive relationship between 

leadership development and training practices and employee emotional attachment and 

commitment to the organization.  Simply stated, being open to professional development 

as a leader and human being is empowering to others.   
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Humble leadership styles can also have limitations and cautions based on context.  

However, misunderstandings about humble leadership approaches, such as servant 

leadership, may be due to the concept of service to others connoting weakness (Johnson, 

2015).  Johnson (2015) described attributes of servant leadership as including empathy, 

integrity, honesty, organizational stewardship, empowerment, and appreciation of others.  

These qualities align well with the Jesuit charism of cura personalis and with the 

principles of transformational leadership.  Perhaps the complex, dynamic, and political 

organizational structures within higher education institutions would benefit from the use 

of transformative, humble, positive, and empowering leadership change methods. 

Paradox and Mindful Decision-Making  

 One of the principles of paradox leadership approaches is both/and decision-

making (Lewis, et al., 2014).  Traditional decision-making methods strive to resolve 

tensions.  These styles include the tradeoff, whereby the leader considers the merits of 

two competing opportunities.  In this case, the decision goal is to pick A or B.  The other 

traditional practice is compromise.  In this case, parts of A and B are combined providing 

a new offering called C.  While both of these traditional decision-making styles relieves 

the short-term tension, tradeoff leaves an opportunity squandered and compromise 

provides a less-than solution that is not quite A and not really B.   

The research of Lewis et al. discovered five paradoxical leadership approaches the 

enable strategic agility including (a) value paradoxes as vital ingredients of high 

performance, (b) proactively identify and raise tensions, (c) avoid traps of anxiety and 

defensiveness, (d) consistently communicate a both/and vision, and (e) separate efforts to 
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focus on both sides of a paradox (p. 60).  Lewis et al. suggest that leaders who seek to 

increase strategic agility should apply these five practices when possible.  

Ethics are also an important consideration in decision-making.  Research suggests 

that organizational environment has an impact on ethical decision-making.  Sims and 

Keon (1999) found a highly correlated relationship between employee ethical decision-

making to how the employee perceives the organizational environment, their supervisor, 

and their personal involvement.  Furthermore, the result of the research conducted by 

Sims and Keon found that organizations could encourage employees toward ethical 

decision-making through meaningful engagement and positive organizational behavior 

(POB).  Ramlall (2008) described POB as providing a lens whereby work can be seen as 

a significant source of happiness and satisfaction for the employee.  Therefore, a positive 

organizational culture is strongly correlated to ethical behavior and ethical decision-

making.  By increasing employee commitment to the organization’s mission and vision 

through integrating POB and participative decision-making (PDM), with transformational 

leadership, research suggests that greater trust will be fostered (Bass, 1990; Kownatzki, et 

al., 2013).   

Finally, research in the field of POB advises that employee PDM, particularly 

work decisions, correlates positively to employee work performance (Cotton, Vollrath, 

Froggatt, Lengnick, & Jennings, 1988).  Transformational leaders applying long-term and 

direct forms of PDM that allow employees to be involved in work decisions are more 

likely to create positive employee engagement and therefore commitment.  Furthermore, 

research asserts there is a highly correlated relationship between employee ethical 

decision-making and how the employee perceives the organizational environment and 
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their involvement (Cotton, et al., 1988; Sims & Keon, 1999).  Lastly, Harter, Schmidt, 

and Hayes (2002) determined that employee job satisfaction is highly correlated to 

organizational results.  The body of research explored throughout this literature review 

underscores the importance of mindful leadership practices that seeks to engage followers 

in intentional, positive, and purposeful ways while dealing with paradox. 

Summary 

 In summary, the theories and practices discussed throughout this literature review 

provide glimpses of optimism and evidence that paradoxical leadership approaches and 

unit-level ambidexterity can provide superior outcomes for organizational leaders and the 

organizations they lead.  Furthermore, implications for further research suggest that these 

theories and practices could benefit private nonprofit institutions of higher education.  

 There is a serious decrease of confidence within U.S. academia that the current 

leadership strategies and practices will not serve the future needs (Zemsky, 2013).  The 

increasingly dynamic and competitive nature of higher education is undergoing 

unprecedented and holistic change.  Stanley and Trinkle (2011) discuss this 

transformation as being analogous to having a completely new landscape from which to 

view and operate.  However, this different landscape includes newly formed gaps in 

leadership approaches, academic structures, organizational culture, and operational 

controls that must be supported and stabilized, but also remain flexible and agile to 

ensure future success.   

 Considering the discontinuous change underway within the U.S. system of higher 

education, there is conceivably an opportunity for new models, organization structure, 

and methodologies to recognize better organizational complexity, awareness of the 
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impact of change, and political strategies for successful implementation.  Perhaps 

paradox leadership approaches coupled with new transformative leadership practices can 

help to increase strategic agility within American private nonprofit higher education. 
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 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

Introduction 

 The intent of the current ethnographic case study was to examine how senior 

leaders in a private nonprofit U.S. higher education institution leverage paradoxical 

tensions to create strategic agility.  The in-depth study of this culture-sharing group and 

their techniques for coping with and leveraging paradoxical tensions provided a 

framework of practices that can be transferable to other leadership teams within higher 

education institutions.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this case study was to formally document how senior leaders in a 

private nonprofit U.S. higher education institution leverage paradoxical tensions to create 

strategic agility.   

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the study was to formally document how senior leaders of a private 

nonprofit U.S. institution of higher education leverage paradoxical tensions to create 

strategic agility.  Furthermore, the study sought to provide a framework that other 

institutions of higher education may use to increase strategic agility.  By incorporating 

existing research on paradox with the data from the study, a set of practices emerged, 

were documented, and a model proposed for use by the research site and other like 

organizations. 
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Research Question 

 The current study was guided by the following research question: 

How do senior leaders of a private nonprofit U.S. higher education institution leverage 

paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility?  

Research Design 

The current study was conducted using a blend of qualitative methods including 

ethnography and case study.  Wolcott (2008) defines ethnography as involving the 

research of social behaviors of a selected group of individuals.  Gerring (2004) describes 

a case study as “an intensive study of a single unit with an aim to generalize across a 

larger set of units” (p. 341).  Lastly, Fusch et al. (2017) suggest that a focused 

ethnography bounded by a case study is practicable design approach in seeking to answer 

certain research questions related to how individuals and groups respond to change.  

With this in mind, a specific group of culture-sharing senior leaders within a 

single university setting bounded this case.  Yin (2014) states that the case study 

methodology is appropriate when the research question is how and the case under 

investigation is current and not completely in the past.  Furthermore, this study lent itself 

to qualitative methods that allow multiple types of data collection and analysis techniques 

to create a case description and case themes that will aid in exploring this real-life system 

over time (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014).  Moreover, the researcher works at the institution 

and is part of the culture-sharing leadership group understudy.  Therefore, the researcher 

is considered a complete member (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009).  Performing this complete 

member or insider role (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009) created the opportunity for an 
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ethnographic approach as the qualitative researcher was there, in the system, while the 

case was happening.       

In addition, this study sought to describe the essence of the institution’s senior 

leadership culture-sharing group through the documentation of an individual case at a 

specific point in time (Creswell, 2013).  As Galvan (2017) suggests, “The goal of 

qualitative research is to understand how participants perceive their own reality – not to 

establish a so-called objective reality” (p. 58).  The leadership interview protocols used 

by Lewis et al. were adapted for this research.  This qualitative approach of using an 

interview protocol that has been pilot tested aligns with the best practices and principles 

of professionalism outlined by Babbie (2013).  

Participants/Data Collection 

This study required rather intensive fieldwork during a designated and highly 

structured eleven-week period throughout May, June, and July of 2018.  Data collected 

included documents, reports, archival records, interviews, and direct observations 

(Creswell, 2013).  The main data collection tool was structured one-on-one interviews 

with 16 senior leaders within the institution.  Based on the findings of Guest, Bunce, and 

Johnson (2006), data saturation is reached in the first 12 interviews, meta-themes are 

apparent within the first six interviews, and variability trails accordingly.  At the time of 

this study, 17 senior leaders were part of the culture-sharing group, including the 

researcher.  All 16 senior leaders participated in the study, which provided data 

saturation, maximum variation, and exceeded the original participant target of 12 to 15 

members.  Furthermore, institutional data was elicited from multiple sources.  For 

example, audited financials and financial performance reports were received from the 
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office of the Chief Financial Officer (CFO), institutional performance data was received 

from the Office of Institutional Effectiveness, and strategic planning information was 

received from the office of the Chief of Staff (COS).  External sources included data 

collected from The Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), 990 U.S. 

federal tax filings, and regional accreditor reports.   

Participants for this study were selected based on a number of criteria.  First, most 

of the studies previously conducted in the area of paradox leadership (Lewis et al., 2014) 

have used a case study methodology that involved personal interviews.  Furthermore, 

these case studies often interviewed senior management within the organization to 

explore how leaders leveraged paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility.  

Additionally, the selected group of university senior leadership that participated in this 

study were part of a distinctive culture-sharing group.  This group’s culture is important 

to the study because as a collective they make decisions through shared-governance that 

have impact on the entire institution and its culture.  Creswell (2013) states that a culture-

sharing group may be considered a case. 

Instruments for Data Collection 

The primary data collection instrument for this study was a structured interview 

protocol (see Appendix A).  The protocol was developed and found reliable in a case 

study conducted by Lewis et al. (2014).  Dr. Marianne Lewis granted permission (see 

Appendix E) for the questionnaire to be used in this study (M. W. Lewis, personal 

communication, October 22, 2017).  The secondary data collection instrument was a 

direct observation protocol (see Appendix B).  Lastly, institutional documents and other 
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records were used to triangulate and validate the interview findings, thus increasing 

trustworthiness. 

Gaining Participants for the Study 

After approval was secured from the IRB offices at Creighton University and the 

research site of the current study, potential participants received a letter of support for the 

study from the university president along with an email from the researcher (see 

Appendix C) requesting their participation in the research study (Russ-Eft & Preskill, 

2009).  The email described fully the expectations of the engagement, time requirements, 

and that the study had the approval of the university president and the IRB offices from 

both institutions.  The email also provided a consent form containing the participant’s bill 

of rights (see Appendix D), how the data will be protected, and the confidential nature of 

the study.  Prior to the interviews, all subjects signed the consent form.  

Data Collection Procedures 

Qualitative data for this study was elicited through live one-on-one interviews and 

two direct observation sessions.  The seven-question interview instrument was 

administered face-to-face or by telephone.  The interviews lasted an average of 45 

minutes each.  Additionally, field notes were captured during all interviews, which 

included a description of the location, surroundings, time and date (Creswell, 2013), and 

direct observations.  The audio for each interview was recorded using a digital recording 

device, which provided improved clarity, storage options, and was superior to only taking 

handwritten notes (Fernandez & Griffiths, 2007).  The digital recordings were archived 

and subsequently transcribed using a third party transcription service (rev.org).  All 

interview-recording transcripts were created and stored in Microsoft Word 2016.  In 
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keeping with procedures described by Saldaña (2016) and Creswell (2013), each 

transcript was then coded, categorized, and themed.  

Once the entire datum from the interview transcripts was individually coded, 

responses across all interviews were aggregated, coded, and major themes and patterns 

that emerged were documented and explored further.  As described by Creswell (2013), 

through an analytical approach, a reductionist method was employed to find noteworthy 

accounts in each of the transcripts and then those artifacts were woven into grouped 

themes.  Furthermore, a journal was maintained containing field notes of interactions and 

observation of the participants throughout the study.  Artifacts, reports, and other 

documentation were elicited and collected in parallel (Babbie, 2013; Creswell, 2013).  

Data collection occurred over an eleven-week period. 

Data Analysis Plan 

The current study required approval from both Creighton University’s IRB office 

and from the research site’s president and IRB office.  IRB applications were submitted 

to both offices simultaneously and approval was received in late April of 2018.  The 

research protocols were clearly outlined and that insofar as is possible the research 

participants would not be harmed in any way.  The data analysis plan went beyond the 

research being confidential to include protocols to safeguard participants during and after 

the group direct observations and individual interviews.   

Data analysis began in real-time during the live interview process by capturing 

notes and observations.  Post interview, Tesch’s Coding Process (Creswell, 2014, p. 197) 

was employed to distill the data.  The software program NVivo (http://www.qsr     

international.com) was selected, procured, and used to aid in the coding and mapping of 
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the unstructured data.  This process consisted of using paragraph styles within each 

transcript to differentiate between the questions, the interviewer, the interviewee, and the 

responses.  Each transcript was then imported into NVivo (http://www.qsrinte  

rnational.com).  Cases were created for each participant.  Each individual transcript was 

then analyzed, and codes, categories, and themes were created.  Through a process of 

distillation, emergent themes were added to the codebook as they emerged.  Then, similar 

themes from each of the interviews were categorized, and descriptive terms created for 

each.  Once the raw data was distilled, codes were created for each of the categories and 

alphabetized by code.  This allowed for review and analysis of the findings in an 

efficient, yet thorough manner with a blended approach of analog and digital coding 

being utilized.  Additionally, descriptions were created for each theme and persisted in 

the NVivo (http://www.qsrinternational.com) project software.  Lastly, the description of 

the case was communicated in a chronological fashion with a focus on themes and 

lessons learned that emerged during the research process. 

Validation Strategies 

  A number of techniques were employed to increase trustworthiness and validity.  

For example, data types, such as financials, artifacts, and documents, were used to 

triangulate interview and observation data analysis results.  Additionally, results and 

conclusions of the study were further validated through the process of respondent 

validation, also known as member checking.  As defined by Galvan (2017), member 

checking is “having a select group of participants check the report and provide feedback” 

(p. 58).  Five participants were selected to validate the results and conclusions reached by 

the researcher through the analysis.  Lastly, the process of peer debrief was utilized to 
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mitigate the possible effects bias due to the nature of the researcher’s relationship with 

the research site and being a part of the culture-sharing leadership team [the case].   

Respondent validation.  A select group of participants was selected (Galvan, 

2017) to validate the thematic results and conclusions reached through the researcher’s 

analysis.  During August 2018, five of the 16 participants provided comments, feedback, 

and reflection on the researcher’s analysis and findings.  There was widespread 

agreement among the responding participants that the research study’s themes, 

subthemes, and corresponding descriptions captured the cultural essence of the culture-

sharing group of senior leaders.  Minor edits were made to the themes and the theme 

descriptions based on the feedback received.    

Peer debrief.  The peer debrief process included providing the researcher’s 

analysis results, the study’s codebook, and the corresponding code summary by node 

report to two qualitative research experts that were external to the study.  The peers 

independently reviewed the findings and the evidence and then a web conference debrief 

session was held.  Overall, the peer debrief team found that the evidence provided by the 

researcher supported the themes and conclusions of the study.  The peers did recommend 

the reordering of certain themes and subthemes and the rephrasing of certain themes to 

better illustrate the case.  The researcher agreed with the recommended changes and 

updated the study accordingly.      

Pseudonyms were used to protect participants’ identity and certain identifying 

details such as specific position or characteristics were suppressed to protect anonymity 

(Babbie, 2013).  Using multiple validation strategies served to increase the transferability 

of the findings.  As Creswell and Miller (2000) state, triangulation offers validity through 
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the lens of the researcher, while member checking provides validity through the lens of 

the study participants. 

Leadership Roles/Implications as It Relates to Data Collection 

The professional practice problem selected was how higher education institutions 

can better create improved strategic agility.  The following research question guided the 

current study: How do senior leaders of a private nonprofit U.S. higher education 

institution leverage paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility?  Within the 

professional practice setting of higher education, the increasingly competitive landscape 

(Bagley & Portnoi, 2014), and the lack of strategic agility is a documented and growing 

concern (Zemsky, 2013).  As evidenced in prior chapters, this study was supported by 

two leadership theories that address paradoxical tensions and their potential to create 

positive outcomes within organizations.  They are unit-level ambidexterity theory 

(Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004) and paradox leadership theory (Lewis, et al., 2014).   

A central theme of paradoxical leadership approaches is how leaders make 

decisions when faced with multiple opportunities (Albert et al., 2014; Jansen et al., 2012; 

Lewis et al., 2014).  Traditional forms of decision-making involve choosing one 

opportunity over another or blending two opportunities into one to form something 

different.  Paradoxical leadership theory states that the role of the leader is to manage the 

tensions between seemingly contradictory opportunities and to leverage the synergies 

between them (Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

As the researcher elicited and collected data to form the final Dissertation in 

Practice (DIP), there was a need to consider paradox leadership approaches that are most 

valued within the professional practice setting in which the study was conducted.  The 
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researcher also considered the values of the culture-sharing group of senior leadership.  

The researcher examined the data through personal, social, cultural, and institutional 

lenses.  The way one sees individuals, relationships, and groups is derived from a biased 

personal viewpoint (Koonce, 2017).  Therefore, it was key to describe the findings of the 

study from those different, yet interrelated vantage points.  Saldaña (2016) states that 

researchers use this analytic lens to filter and choose angles by which to perceive the 

occurrence under study.  

Lastly, the chief executive within the selected professional practice setting was a 

crucial resource to the successful data collection efforts involved in this study.  

Fortunately, the chief executive for the research site provided consent for the study to 

proceed and allowed the institution’s senior leadership team to participate in the study. 

Ethical Considerations 

There are a number of ethical concerns that were addressed relative to the nature 

of this ethnographic case study.  The study took place within an organization for which 

the researcher is affiliated.  For this reason, care was taken to remain objective.  One 

mitigating factor for personal bias was the use of a reliable and validated interview 

protocol and instrument.  As recommended by Creswell (2014), another mitigation 

technique is communicating any associations with the institution at the beginning of the 

dissertation.   

Protection of the research subjects is another ethical concern.  Confidentiality was 

a top priority.  For this reason, the raw digital data collected was password encrypted and 

all identifying information removed.  Southall (2009) advises that digital audio 

recordings in qualitative research should not be an afterthought and require a rigorous 
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data management plan.  In certain cases, the researcher worked very closely with those 

being interviewed, so it was critical to keep the confidence of those who participated in 

the research.  Sensitive topics were discussed and attribution has been kept confidential.  

For example, specific institutional leadership were interviewed and observed, and 

confidentiality was maintained throughout the process.  Furthermore, the researcher 

remained aware of sensitive data types.  Certain data at institutions of higher education 

fall under federal protections, such as specific student information.  Additionally, care 

was given to sensitive information, that if shared, could be traced to a particular person or 

impact the research site in a negative way.   

Using anticipatory reflection (Valli, 1997), the researcher gained awareness of an 

additional potential ethical dilemma.  Participants could ask questions about others 

participating in the study and about the information that had been shared.  Therefore, the 

researcher limited the interview process to the interview protocol, which stated the 

interview proceedings were confidential.  Participants were instructed not to share with 

others the contents of the interview and the data collection process.  

Ignatian Values and Reflective Practices 

Reflective practices were an integral part of the research process and dissertation 

in practice journey.  Using reflection-on-action (Schon, 1983) and personalistic reflection 

(Valli, 1977), the researcher kept a biweekly journal of thoughts, feelings, and 

experiences regarding the dissertation process.  Reflection-on-action provides insights to 

our thought processes at a previous moment in time and how our actions and behaviors 

contributed to the outcomes (Saucerman, Ruis, & Shaffer, 2017; Schon, 1983).  This 

reflective practice provided opportunities for continued improvement during the research 
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process.  Valli (1997) suggested that examining personal experiences can provide insight 

into how life-events may influence or shape who we are as leaders.  The researcher used 

the journaling process to orient himself each week and to reflect on how the experiences 

may be shaping his views and the analysis.  This involved a focus on cura personalis or 

care for others.  Though Ignatius and the original Jesuits did not use this exact phrase, the 

spirit of the definitions, which includes holistic education and respect for the individual, 

have deep roots dating back to the start of Jesuit education (Geger, 2014).  Caring for and 

working to see each individual as a holistic being was important during the research 

phase.  

Summary 

This chapter of the dissertation in practice discussed the methodology and 

research design that was employed to conduct this ethnographic case study at a private 

nonprofit higher education institution in the U.S.  Furthermore, the project timeline, data 

collection procedures, and the techniques utilized to gain participants for the study were 

outlined.  Lastly, ethical considerations, the role of leadership, and the reflective practices 

utilized were also included.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The current ethnographic case study sought to formally document how senior 

leaders in a private nonprofit U.S. higher education institution leverage paradoxical 

tensions to create strategic agility.  Additionally, the study sought to provide a framework 

that other institutions of higher education may use to increase strategic agility.  By 

incorporating existing research on paradox with the results of this study, a set of practices 

emerged, were documented, and a framework proposed for use by the research site and 

other organizations.  The following chapter provides a methodology review, participant 

summary, data analysis procedures overview, and the findings of this ethnographic case 

study.   

Review of Methodology 

As shared in Chapter Three, this study was conducted using a blend of qualitative 

methods including ethnography and case study.  Wolcott (2008) defines ethnography as 

involving the research of social behaviors of a selected group of individuals.  Gerring 

(2004) states that, “A case study is best defined as an intensive study of a single unit with 

an aim to generalize across a larger set of units” (p. 341).  Lastly, Fusch et al. (2017) 

suggest that a focused ethnography bounded by a case study is practicable design 

approach in seeking to answer certain research questions.  

A specific group of culture-sharing senior leaders within a single university 

setting bound this case.  Yin (2014) states that the case study methodology is appropriate 

when the research question is how and the case under investigation is current and not 

completely in the past.  Furthermore, this study lent itself to qualitative methods that 
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allow multiple types of data collection and analysis techniques to create a case 

description and case themes that aid in exploring this real-life system over time 

(Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014).  Lastly, the researcher lives in and is part of the culture-

sharing group that was studied.  Dwyer and Buckle (2009) describe this approach within 

qualitative research as having a membership status as an insider.  There are merits to this 

approach and the researcher utilized the reflective practice of journaling to remain aware 

of personal bias (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). 

In addition, this study sought to describe the essence of the institution’s senior 

leadership culture-sharing group through the documentation of an individual case at a 

specific point in time (Creswell, 2013).  As Galvan (2017) suggests, “The goal of 

qualitative research is to understand how participants perceive their own reality – not to 

establish a so-called objective reality” (p. 58).  The primary data collection instrument for 

this study was a structured interview protocol (see Appendix A).  The protocol was 

developed and found reliable in a case study conducted by Lewis et al.  Dr. Marianne 

Lewis granted permission (see Appendix F) for her questionnaire to be used in this study 

(M. W. Lewis, personal communication, October 22, 2017).  The secondary data 

collection instrument was a direct observation protocol (see Appendix B).  Lastly, 

institutional and external documents and records were used to triangulate and validate the 

interview findings, thus increasing trustworthiness.  

Participants 

 The participants for this study were selected based on the following criteria, (a) 

current employment within the selected research site and (b) membership in the culture-

sharing senior leadership group.  At the time of this study, the culture-sharing group 
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consisted of 16 senior leaders, not counting the researcher.  All 16 members of the senior 

leadership team agreed to participate and were interviewed and observed as part of the 

study. 

 The culture-sharing group under study consisted of four women and 12 men.  At 

the time of the study, all of the participants had completed at least a bachelor’s degree 

with five having a master’s degree and 10 having a doctorate or terminal degree.  

Additionally, 10 of the 16 participants had significant corporate experience prior to 

entering the higher education sector and 12 of the 16 have served with the institution for 

10 or more years.  Furthermore, all of the participants had received at least one promotion 

while working for the institution.  Finally, to protect the identity of the participants, 

pseudonyms were assigned and are used throughout the study (see Figure 1).  

Pseudonym  Role Experience in Higher Ed 

 

Alex 

 

Administration 15+ years 

Oscar Administration 5+ years 

 

Tristin Administration 10+ years 

 

Sam Administration 20+ years 

 

Sara Administration 20+ years 

 

Chad Academic Affairs 10+ years 

 

Edward Academic Affairs 15+ years 

 

Robert Academic Affairs 15+ years 

 

William Administration 20+ years 

 

Calvin Administration 10+ years 

 

Dwight Academic Affairs 5+ years 
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Rebecca Administration 20+ years 

 

Nancy Administration 10+ years 

 

Thomas Academic Affairs 20+ years 

 

Margaret  Administration 15 years 

 

Philip Academic Affairs 15+ years 

 

Table 1.  Research Participant List in Order of Interview 

Data Analysis Procedures 

 Multiple types of data were collected and analyzed as part of this qualitative 

study.  The main data sources were transcripts from the one-on-one interviews, which 

utilized the IRB approved interview protocol (see Appendix B).  In addition, two in-field 

direct observations were completed using the IRB approved observation protocol (see 

Appendix C).  Furthermore, numerous internal and external documents and reports were 

collected and analyzed as part of the case study methodology.  This process aided in 

validating the information shared by the research participants.  Lastly, these methods 

increased the trustworthiness of the study.  

Reflection and Journaling 

 The data analysis process for this qualitative study also involved personal 

reflection and journaling techniques.  Data analysis for this study began immediately 

after each interview through in-and-on action reflection (Saucerman, Ruis, & Shaffer, 

2017; Schon, 1983).  Additionally, prior to each interview, the researcher’s preparation 

included thinking about what events might transpire and practicing the interview protocol 

questions using anticipatory reflection techniques (Valli, 1997).  Furthermore, the 

researcher engaged in on-action reflection after each interview and observation (Schon, 
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1983).  All reflections were documented in an electronic journal that the researcher 

maintained throughout the study.  Overall, the researcher found the reflective practices 

beneficial to the interview and observation processes, data analysis, identification of 

findings, and controlling for bias.  

Coding and Identification of Themes 

 Each interview was electronically recorded and subsequently sent immediately to 

a third party (rev.com) for transcription.  Transcriptions were normally completed and 

available to the researcher within 24 hours.  Overall, 16 interviews were transcribed with 

634 minutes of recorded audio and 280 pages of transcripts containing 85,931 words.  

Great care was taken throughout the analysis process to include and analyze all of the 

data (data corpus).  The following processes were used to analyze the transcripts. 

1. Each transcript was reviewed for accuracy against the original digital recording. 

2. Transcripts were formatted using a consistent paragraph styles schema to denote 

interview questions, the interviewer, the interviewee, and participant responses. 

3. All transcripts were uploaded to the qualitative analysis software NVivo 11 

(http://www.qsrinternational.com). 

4. All interview data was then parsed creating nodes for each of the seven interview 

questions and cases for each of the interviewee responses. 

5. The researcher listened to each recording and read through each transcript 

multiple times. 

6. Content from all interviews was then lump coded (Saldaña, 2016) using NVivo 

(http://www.qsrinternational.com). 
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7. Descriptions were created for each code and like codes were merged or, in some 

cases, became subcodes or were removed. 

8. Codes were then alphabetized and grouped into categories, and finally 

9. Categories were distilled down to their thematic essence and descriptive 

narratives created for each. 

 This intensive qualitative analysis process yielded a final set of emergent themes 

and supporting evidence.  This holistic process helped to ensure that the data corpus 

(Saldaña, 2016) was kept intact throughout the analysis.  

Infield Observations and Analysis 

 The secondary data collection instrument for the study was the use of infield 

direct observation sessions with the culture-sharing senior leadership group.  The 

researcher spent more than seven hours in two different sessions observing the 

participants in their typical work environment.  The completed observation instruments 

were loaded into the NVivo 11 software (http://www.qsrinternational.com) and analyzed. 

Document Collection and Analysis 

 Several internal and external documents were collected and examined as part of 

the current study.  Examples included internal reports, meeting minutes, audited 

financials, and external data such as accreditation review documents from regional 

accreditors.  The document collection assisted in validating the interview and observation 

analysis results.  As was shared in Chapter Three, it is a common practice in qualitative 

research (Creswell, 2013) to collect other data such as internal documents and external 

records so as to triangulate the results of participant interviews. 
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Description of the Case of a Private Nonprofit U.S. Higher Education Institution 

 To aid in the transferability (Yin, 2014) of the current ethnographic case study, a 

detailed description of the case has been included.  The study was conducted at a private 

nonprofit U.S. higher education institution.  The institution is located in the Midwestern 

U.S., but extends its reach by offering face-to-face and online programs across the U.S. 

and in many parts of the world.   

 The institution serves a diverse population of learners.  The research site has a 

residential four-year branch campus that serves mainly traditional age undergraduate 

students, an adult education focused campus that offers undergraduate, masters and 

doctoral degrees both face-to-face and online, and domestic and global co-locations, 

normally in partnership with other higher education institutions.  The institution operates 

without unions, a faculty rank system, tenure, or employment contracts, and yet maintains 

a very high retention and internal promotion rate among faculty and staff. 

Rationale for Case Selection 

 A natural question for readers of this study might be, “Why study this 

institution…why choose case?”  Over the last seven years, the participating research site 

has experienced year-over-year declines in undergraduate enrollment.  This data point 

seems consistent with the data provided in Chapter One regarding the struggles of 

regionally focused nonprofit institutions.  However, during this same period, the research 

site experienced significant growth in other nontraditional and innovative lines of 

revenue, essentially offsetting the undergraduate tuition losses.  

 Furthermore, the university offers distance education opportunities to students in 

49 states by participating in the State Authorization Reciprocity Agreement, also known 
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as SARA (http://nc-sara.org/).  The institution serves over 8,000 students annually and 

has both regional and programmatic accreditations.  During the study, the institution 

completed its 2017-2018 fiscal year and finished its 10-year regional accreditation 

process with the Higher Learning Commission (https://www.hlcom  mission.org).  

 Financial analysis.  As part of the holistic analysis used in the current study, the 

researcher examined, analyzed, and highlighted how the institution performed financially 

during the 2017 and 2018 fiscal year.  Areas of valuation included financial ratio analysis 

and an industry benchmarking exercise.  Furthermore, the institution’s Chief Financial 

Officer was engaged on two different occasions to assist in explaining findings and to 

help shape the context surrounding the institution’s financial performance.   

 The financial results of the institution during the 2017-2018 fiscal year are 

impressive.  An evaluation of the audited financials demonstrated continued growth in 

unrestricted net assets and overall revenues for the last three years.  In fact, at the same 

time that many other regionally focused nonprofit higher education institutions are 

struggling for sustainability, this institution experienced year-over-year revenue growth.  

For the fiscal year 2018 (August 2017 through July 2018), the institution exceeded its net 

revenues target by 10 times its goal.  While the net revenue for 2018 would be small by 

most corporate standards, it still demonstrates the fiscal health of the institution and its 

growth trajectory.  

Another indicator of the institution’s financial strength is its Composite Financial 

Index (CFI).  The CFI is a methodology created for private nonprofit intuitions of higher 

education to provide a benchmark for financial health comparison (“The Council”, n.d.).  

The index consists of four different financial ratios whereby each is weighted to create an 
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overall score.  These ratios include the primary reserve ratio, net income ratio, return on 

net assets ratio, and viability ratio (“The Council”, n.d.).  The index scoring scale is -1 to 

10.  A score of 3 is the threshold for fiscal organization health (“The Council”, n.d.) and 

the research site scored an 8.57 for 2018 and has been at or above this score for the last 

four years.   

Lastly, two other financial indicators help to illustrate the holistic financial health 

of the institution.  The first is the debt to revenue ratio.  Over the last seven years, the 

institution has held an average debt to revenue ratio of 15.58%.  The national average for 

like institutions is 35% (https://www.nacubo.org).  Furthermore, the institution has 

enough reserves to pay off the debt, but the debt is serviced at a 2% annual percentage 

rate (APR) and the institution’s investments earn on average 9% per year.  The second 

indicator is net cash flows from operations.  Over the last eight-year period, the university 

has created $20 million in cash flows from operations.  On average, that represents $2.5 

million dollars per year.  Taken together, these financial ratios demonstrate the excellent 

financial health of the institution. 

 External academic quality validation.  The regional accreditation affirmation 

process for the research site culminated in a visit by seven external peer reviewers from 

other universities during May of 2018.  The final report filed by this peer review team 

found that the research site met or exceeded the five evaluation criteria and all 21-core 

criteria components.  This is the highest evaluation result that can be received.  The 

criteria assess the institution’s mission, integrity, teaching quality and support, teaching 

assessment/improvement, and resources and planning. 
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Summary of Rationale for Case Selection 

 The evidence examined indicates that the research site is both financially and 

academically viable.  Furthermore, the evidence suggests that the university has created a 

diverse innovation portfolio of revenue streams, while at the sometime facing increased 

market pressures for the recruitment and retention of students.  The majority of the 

university’s revenues are still derived from traditional lines such as domestic 

undergraduate and graduate tuition.  However, a growing number of nontraditional 

initiatives represent more than 12 to 15% of annual revenues.  These non-traditional 

revenue lines include affinity relationships such as domestic and global partnerships, 

services provided for other institutions such as course design and development, and sales 

of intellectual property.  The evidence collected and analyzed suggests that the research 

site is committed to innovation, has experienced positive revenue contributions as a 

result, and was an appropriate candidate for this ethnographic case study. 

Presentation of the Findings 

 The qualitative data analysis processes utilized in this ethnographic case study 

surfaced six major themes.  The themes emerged as part of the researcher’s analysis, but 

were also checked for validity through the process of member checking (Galvan, 2017) 

and a peer debrief session (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  Each of the major themes 

represents how the culture-sharing leadership team responds to and leverages paradoxical 

tensions to create strategic agility.  A list of the major themes is included below. 

Theme One: Fostering a Culture that Seeks and Embraces Innovation and Paradoxical 

Tensions 

Theme Two: Creating a Mindset for Innovation and Growth 
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Theme Three: Generating Collaboration and Partnership 

Theme Four: Forming Teams Mindfully and Purposefully 

Theme Five: Managing Tensions Positively 

Theme Six: Increasing Institutional Responsiveness through the Creation of Flexible 

Capacities 

Major Findings 

 The following section provides the presentation of each of the major themes and 

subthemes derived from the study.  Additionally, illustrative quotes from the interviews 

are included as supporting evidence for each theme along with observational data and 

supporting evidence gleaned from internal and external documents and reports.  

Pseudonyms were used throughout the study to protect the identity of the participants.  

Lastly, direct quotes have been used whenever possible; however, in the interest of 

protecting the identity of the research participants, some examples of evidence have been 

paraphrased.  Paraphrased passages have been identified using the following bracket 

style: {}.   

 Finally, it is important to note that based on the researcher’s analysis of the 

interview responses, direct observations, and collected reports and documentation, there 

was little to no dissention within the culture-sharing group of senior leaders and 

alignment in most of the data regarding the existence of paradoxical tensions and the 

value of leveraging them to create strategic agility. 
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Theme One: Fostering a Culture that Seeks and Embraces Innovation through 

Paradoxical Tensions 

 The institution’s senior leadership team conveyed that it values establishing and 

growing a culture of innovation through participation.  The organization provided 

evidence that this quality is a principle key to its success in leveraging paradoxical 

tensions.  Fourteen of the 16 senior leaders shared aspects of how they are encouraged to 

try new things, to take risks, and to fail.  Evidence suggests this philosophy pervades the 

university in a canalized manner.  The university seems to encourage and support the 

seeking out of new opportunities and over time has operationalized the process of 

absorbing change results. 

So, I think the power in our organizational culture in driving to that type of 

thinking is the fact that we want to be creative, we want to be innovative.  I think 

that lends itself to much more {both/and} type of thinking because we have 

limited resources and we have to be able to come up with unique strategies to 

accomplish what we want to do in our area.  (Chad) 

 Margaret described that part of the role of the senior leader is to manage the 

paradoxical tensions.  She also indicated a collaborating group of senior leaders manages 

this approach.  This group leadership approach to leading is threaded throughout the 

research findings.  

 Part of the senior-leadership’s reasonability is to manage the paradoxical tensions.  

There are a group of us [senior leadership team] that full-time manage the 

organizational paradox ... It results in agility, I believe. 
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 Chad also discussed how the institution leverages opportunities by providing 

unique and new experiences to its faculty and staff. 

…here, you get stretched, and you get molded, and you get thrown into a lot of 

opportunities that help shape the way of your thinking and you get much more of 

a global, much more of a holistic appreciation for education at its fundamental 

core and all the competing paradoxes, all the competing tensions, all the 

challenges that face students, faculty, staff, institutions, communities, all that, 

workforce development. 

 Subtheme A: Leading requires much more than functional responsibilities.    

 Half of the study’s participants indicated that the leader’s role was much more 

than being successful in managing the day-to-day functional responsibilities such as 

discipline-based areas including academics, marketing, or finance.  The most important 

work of the senior leader was described as being at the table with their peers contributing 

and collaborating at strategic and operational levels.  Words and sentiments such as 

humility, the need for optimism, dealing with ambiguity, and being competitive yet 

collaborative with one another were used to describe the senior leader’s role and what the 

fellow leaders expected of their peers.  Additionally, phrases such as “not seeking credit” 

and “authentically leading for the good of the cause” were used.  These behaviors seemed 

a requirement of this culture-sharing group of senior leaders.  Examples of these cultural 

behaviors were noted in both direct observation sessions.  

I mean, when you think about the work that we do, like our president's staff, a lot 

of the work that we do is totally unrelated to our [functional] jobs.  (Sara) 
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 The role of the senior leader was described as working outside of their functional 

day-to-day role to manage the paradoxical tensions within the organization.  

…I say that because when you think about how we help a culture and what we 

instill into a culture to help our folks live with the paradox, embrace paradoxical 

operating, and actually become good at the both/and solutions building ... is partly 

born of the organization ... It's partly born of the executive team operating 

paradoxical strategy.  (Margaret) 

 William shared how important fostering collaboration is within the organization.  

He emphasized that it is the leader’s role to create an environment where people want to 

collaborate in a positive manner.   

I just think that if you have a generally sort of positive outlook in the minds of 

most people and a forward-looking stance in the minds of most people, you avoid 

a lot of these problems that come from these conflicts.  I mean there's no 

substitute for a sort of general attitude of collaboration and cooperation.  You 

could put all the structures and all the consulting reports you want in place, and if 

people don't want to cooperate with each other, they still won't.  

 According to Calvin, part of his role is working to facilitating consensus through 

understanding.  He indicated there are formal and informal channels used to 

accomplishing this goal.  

Most of my leadership is white space leadership and trying to work between the 

very formalized, I would call them formalized channels and try to get everybody 

to come to a consensus in a lot of cases that maybe the original thought we were 

going to go down a path to be altered slightly. 
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 Subtheme B: Attempting new opportunities.  There is evidence to support that 

the senior leadership team has established an environment for themselves and the 

university community that encourages new ventures and novel approaches.  The team 

members conveyed the value of creating a safe environment to experiment and reward 

new ideas…even ideas that did not deliver the expected results. 

Well, the idea is to take some action.  Instead of being stuck in a paradox.  Let's 

try it out and see.  [We're] going to monitor, we're going to check in and see how 

this is working, and we're going to be prepared to recover if it goes south on us.  

(Thomas) 

 Chad described how the governance groups at the university have strong 

relationships and communication channels as compared to other institutions. 

 {At our institution, we don’t have that kind of problem.  We can present it 

to the faculty senate, we can get their buy-in, but we also have other mechanisms 

by which the university as a whole, and I'm saying, again, maybe it's that 51% or 

60%, we can push that forward and try it out.  Now, we might fail in some of 

those attempts, but we're also going to hit some great successes along the way too, 

and it's just going to push that whole model forward.  The whole evolution of the 

systems is going to be much better.} 

 Tristen conveyed that providing new opportunities in a safe environment helps 

engender a culture where people desire to take on new responsibilities. 

Most people want to be a part of something that's going to have some visibility, 

an opportunity to work in a group so that they're not single-handedly responsible 

for something ...want an opportunity to do things other than what they do 
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typically during their day.  I think if you take something that is a challenge, you 

take something that has some risk and unknown to it, but you can rally people, 

that it's an opportunity for them to step up and try something new and get 

involved in a way they may not have otherwise gotten involved in.  I think they'd 

do it. 

 Subtheme C: Learning from and letting go of failure.  Seven of the 16 senior 

leaders directly indicated that it was okay to fail, admit, and learn from their mistakes.  

Evidence emerged that indicates the culture-sharing group does not dwell on mistakes.  

One of the senior leaders described forgiveness of failure as freeing and allowing for 

greater focus on future activities.  Encouraging a culture of self-forgiveness for honest 

mistakes and being positive about what was learned emerged as a key cultural element 

for this leadership group.  The participants spoke about fostering a culture that values 

calculated risk taking.  At the same time, participants expressed a willingness and 

expectation of learning from and admitting failure.  The culture-sharing group seemed 

willing to change their thinking, admit bad ideas, concepts, projects, and initiatives.  

There was an awareness from the highest levels of leadership that admitting mistakes is a 

learning and liberating experience for the individual and for the organization. 

I think this notion of, "It's okay, I can fail and I'm not going to get in serious 

trouble for it," I think we're okay at that, I think we're good at that, I think it's part 

of our culture.  I think people try things and fail all the time and it's okay because 

people try and succeed a lot more than they fail.  I think you have to give people a 

chance.  (Tristin) 
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 Being able to make mistakes encourages individual responsibility for those 

initiatives that succeed and those that fail.  

{Leadership styles also have a lot to do with success or failure of many things.  

You don't have to be overly concerned that something will fail.  As long as you 

think it is the right thing to do and you have the support from the organization and 

it is properly vetted and has gone through the process, and then if it fails, nobody 

is going to say, "That initiative failed so you're out of here."  When people are not 

scared, I think they become more responsible.  If failure means termination then 

they don't ever want to be responsible.}  (Sam) 

 Holding on to mistakes costs the individual and the organization.  Being able to 

let go of old ideas or outdated thinking is a critical skill for this leadership team.  

{I think if you want to be a successful person, you have to be able to let go of 

things.  Letting go of things is the sort of most readily available way to defuse 

these tensions.  It extends all the way from not holding grudges on a personal 

level, but also in your own mind, being able to say, "I used to think X, and now, X 

is wrong, and so I'm going to stop thinking it and start doing and thinking 

something else."  That is not very easy to do.  (William) 

 The senior leadership culture-sharing group also values empowerment for 

themselves and for units within the organization. 

{When you're not afraid to make a mistake, you can be more empowered.  I think 

we're in a place where there's the feeling that, make a decision and move forward, 

and if it's wrong, it's wrong.  As opposed to, make a decision, move forward, and 

if it's wrong you're in trouble.  I think we're pretty empowered.}  (Sara) 
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 Subtheme D:  Communicating and listening is a change strategy.  Regarding 

managing change, 15 of the 16 participants cited communication as a highly valuable 

tool.  The examined evidence suggests the organization reduces resistance to change and 

also leverages the synergies of seemingly paradoxical tensions by connecting the 

potential change or opportunity to the mission and vision of the organization.  The 

research revealed that allowing employees to orient themselves to exploiting current 

operations and exploring new opportunities simultaneously is furthered by connecting the 

work to the mission of the university. 

When you step into an organization, I believe that in order for people to be willing 

to take the risks that are necessary, when tensions exist, you have to be purposeful 

about clarifying what I would call a moral purpose behind what it is you're trying 

to get them to [the] greater good.  Part of that involves helping to bring 

understanding and coherence to the problem.  Sometimes that's asking questions, 

sometimes that's just listening and observing.  It can be formal, it can be informal.  

(Dwight) 

 Sharing why the institution is pursuing an initiative is important to engaging the 

staff and faculty and to reducing anxiety and frustration. 

{By trying to paint the big picture of how it affects the university in a positive 

way, how it will in the end…it could be beneficial for us as university.  Many 

times, the conflict comes because of the extra work or out-of-business process 

that is not there or a new process that has to be created.  I try to inform and give 

context to the reason why we're doing it.  I believe many times the tension comes 

from the participants not knowing why.}  (Alex) 
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 Listening to and hearing others is another cultural component of the senior 

leadership group.  The culture supports active listening as a practice to seek clarity and to 

create common ground between people and units.  Seven of the 16 participants referenced 

the process of actively listening.  There is evidence that the organization’s meeting 

structures assist in this process by fostering open dialogue across a diverse set of groups.   

You've got the president who listens to multiple opinions.  Very rarely, there are 

some times, but very rarely is he going to be, “We're going to do it this way 

because that's the way I want to do it.”  He's going to take and ask the question 

and listen.  (Sara) 

 Rebecca recognized that it takes time to communicate and listen well and 

discussed the paradoxical nature of that fact in a fast-moving organization. 

{… to really stop ourselves as the big important things are being considered and 

just check…are we really engaging in the way that we should?  Have we heard all 

that there is to be heard?  Do we have all of the contributions that we need in 

order to be able to set the broader strategy?} 

Theme Two: Creating a Mindset for Innovation and Growth  

 The concept of mindset was used to describe a needed characteristic within the 

organizational culture to not only mitigate the impacts of change, but to leverage them 

through innovation.  Evidence indicates that the culture-sharing senior leadership group 

values and promotes having a personal and organizational mindset (or orientation) toward 

innovation and growth.  Ten of the 16 participants referenced the concept of mindset 

directly during the interview process.  The concept of mindset was also noted during the 

direct observations.  The data suggests there is an importance placed on how senior 
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leaders and their employees comprehend change and their ability to adapt 

psychologically towards increased innovative behaviors.  

{Our faculty and staff understand that opportunistic partners can come out of 

nowhere or initiatives from a partner can come out of nowhere and that need 

different resources.  I think for us this is innate.  We've created a mindset that is 

comfortable with the need to change.}  (Alex)  

 Additionally, Rebecca discussed that being open psychologically to other 

opportunities and possibilities was an important quality in dealing with tensions. 

I think sometimes when we're frustrated by tension because we think something 

should go a certain specific way, and we've closed ourselves off psychologically 

to any other opportunity, that it could be different, I do think that diversity in that 

thinking and saying the "and," okay, how could we make that into an "and?"  

…When you're spending all of your time figuring out why things won't work, you 

lose out on the energizing opportunity to think about all the things that might or 

could if you've only opened yourself up psychologically to having that kind of 

discussion. 

Theme Three: Generating Collaboration and Partnership 

 A strong theme emerged regarding the culture-sharing group’s focus and attention 

on collaboration and partnership.  Seven participants discussed that working 

collaboratively with the senior leadership team is seen as a necessary and inclusive way 

to accomplish institutional goals.  However, the senior leadership team acknowledged the 

seemingly paradoxical tensions are created by this expectation.  For example, the senior 

leadership members expressed that they are both individually competitive and 
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collaborative at the same time.  Being open to feedback and the involvement of other 

leaders in one’s area of work is also expected within the culture-sharing group.  Devoting 

energy and resources to support one another is also expected.  These behaviors were also 

observed during the two weekly senior leadership meetings the researcher attended.  

{It's a flavor of paradox that we are judged on our ability to work together, yet we 

are judged on our ability to be individually successful, as well.  I think there's a 

balance there.  I think the university president would view that he's been 

successful when he has just the right balance of cooperation but desire to be 

successful and to push ahead as well.}  (Tristin) 

 All 16 participants repeatedly mentioned collaboration among one another and 

across the institution.  There were numerous examples cited of the leaders going out of 

their way to encourage collaboration and partnerships with other departments.  There is 

evidence that this is a foundational component of the senior leadership cultural essence.     

{I have challenged my group that they need to get out to all of our peer 

organizations.  I personally go visit the deans once a quarter.  Tension can have a 

negative connotation.  I view it as healthy, right, that there should be a natural 

tension between organizations.  It's how you bridge the tension that I think is the 

most important.} 

 Above, Calvin discussed that natural tensions between departments can be viewed 

as negative, but that he views them as being healthy.  He also indicated that collaboration 

was one method to bridging the tensions.  Additionally, Chad stated that his institution 

finds value in collaborating across departmental boundaries that other institutions would 
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not think to do.  His perception of other universities is that they are more insular and 

hierarchical.  

Schools comparable to ours…I think they are much more siloed than we are in 

terms of communication and talking about how we solve different issues.  I'm not 

sure they would involve marketing and IT and stuff in traditionally academic 

decisions about new programs like we do here…we seek advice and guidance and 

counsel from a lot of different departments at the university, and we've found that 

a lot of them have great insights. 

 Subtheme A: Bridging cross-departmental inclusion and participative 

decision-making.  Through the analysis of institutional documents, interview transcripts, 

and observation notes, it became evident that cross-departmental inclusion and 

participative decision-making were key aspects of generating collaboration and 

partnership within the university.  Thirteen of the 16 participants noted that the leadership 

group leverages cross-departmental teams to create strategic agility.  Participants 

expressed that this practice allows for the organization's broad involvement through 

inclusion on implementation teams and fostering participative decision-making (PDM) at 

the unit-level.  Additionally, buy-in is created at multiple levels of the organization 

through broad and meaningful participation.  The evidence suggests this practice gives 

voice to those departments that are impacted by new initiatives and in turn, creates new 

and different solutions to approach the opportunity at hand. 

I think it's incumbent upon persons of leadership to look for ways to leverage the 

strengths of the people that are around them.  Many times [with] those tensions, I 
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may not see the way to solve the problem, but if I leverage the strengths of my 

team, a lot of times the solution is very evident.  (Dwight) 

 Oscar shared that the time the leadership team spends together is planned and 

purposeful in the way it works across boundaries and is inclusive.    

I think our team of vice presidents and our president foster culture where there is 

significant knowledge across departmental boundaries with regard to formulating 

plans in each of those disciplines, or each of those departmental groups.   

 Thomas provided insight into the importance of the senior leadership team’s 

experience in working with paradoxical tensions and how it has organized itself to 

address paradox operationally. 

I think we're fortunate to have a real critical mass of leaders on that team that have 

had a wealth of experience in addressing issues and situations that have paradox  

in their domain area and how their domain area or functional units is impacted by 

other functional units.  I think in some ways, we've organized ourselves to 

operationally address these kind of things to bubble purposes up and attack those 

together.  

 The leadership team recognizes the power of inclusion and that better and new 

solutions are often generated through this inclusive process.  Alex discussed the power of 

including team members in solution generation through structured engagement and 

purposeful discussions.   

They [faculty and staff] begin to put the solutions together.  At the end, you just 

begin to say, "Okay, do you think this could work?"  They become part of the 

solution eventually even though it's {leadership’s idea}.  (Alex) 
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 Dwight also commented on the value of involving his team in participative 

decision-making and how the process often leads to improved solutions. 

…I may not see the way to solve the problem.  But if I leverage the strengths of 

my team, a lot of times the solution is very evident.  It's not something that I 

would have ever been able to figure out on my own easily.  Or maybe I wouldn't 

have seen it at all.  But when I leverage the strengths of my team, all of a sudden 

that tension creates an energy within the organization, within the team. 

 Subtheme B: Creating trust and nurturing relationships.  The evidence 

suggests that the viability of sustainable collaboration and partnerships is connected to 

trust and the nurturing of meaningful relationships.  It was expressed that relationships 

are very important to the senior leadership culture-sharing group.  There is evidence of 

deep mutual respect between the functional roles, but it is expected that leaders contribute 

well beyond their specific discipline.  Trust is created through this process.  Nearly 63% 

of the participants discussed the importance of cultivating peer relationships during the 

interview process.  Additionally, after examining internal documents and reports, there is 

evidence this expectation and practice filters down to the unit-level management across 

the organization. 

Hopefully, I'm creating knowledge with them, and then within the organization, if 

there's an authentic relationship there, not just an autocratic, dictatorial type of 

relationship, it's a respectful relationship among the organization, then they know 

that I'm listening and willing to make adjustments based upon information that I 

have not seen that they might bring to the table.  (Dwight) 
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 Relationships are viewed as a key differentiator within the senior leadership 

group.  Sara explains how relationships help with tensions between leaders and 

departments. 

I think this goes back to this issue of relationships and why our university might 

be a little better at this than other places.  Because relationships are really 

important, and we have developed those.  You and I might have tension together, 

but we have history and we've worked together long enough that you've helped 

me in times of major need, I've helped you in times. 

 Subtheme C: Gathering diverse perspectives.  Seven of the participants 

referenced the importance of gathering diverse perspectives.  Evidence suggests it is the 

norm that members of the culture-sharing leadership group share their thoughts and 

perceptions about operational issues and new opportunities.  However, four of the 

participants also cited that when this process does not occur, there are consequences or 

perceived negative impacts when the broader culture-sharing group was not included.  

There is evidence that the team believes that one of the values of the culture-sharing 

group is its inclusive decision-making process.  The importance of having a diversity of 

perspectives on the senior leadership team in decision-making appeared to be very 

important. 

…when you have a variety of opinions at the table, the tension will be there, but 

there will be a person or persons that then sort of synthesize that, and then help to 

bring that together.  (Sara) 
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 Oscar discussed the value of the collaborative decision-making approach the 

senior leaders are involved in and the issues that can arise when this process is not 

engaged.  

{I just talked about a collaborative approach that involves all the senior leaders.  I 

think there are instances of more vertical behavior that, depending on the issue 

that happens, where a leader takes issues directly to the president and that tends to 

disrupt.  It tends to be disruptive to the organization when a decision is made, but 

then after the fact the decision is communicated to other parts of the organization 

and there are issues pointed out, considerations that did not surface during a 

decision process.} 

Theme Four: Forming Teams Mindfully and Purposefully  

 Nearly all of the participants emphasized that team membership was instrumental 

to project and institutional success.  Fifteen of the 16 participants shared that they think 

deeply about team construction for new initiatives and for operational activities.  This 

appeared to be highly valued by the senior leadership culture-sharing group and 

substantial evidence suggests this practice is pervasive throughout the organization.  The 

research revealed there is purpose and intent behind the creation of teams. 

We try and put people in a position where they can be successful and we try and 

get the right soldiers lined up to fight whatever battle needs to be fought.  (Tristin) 

 Shared knowledge is key to getting to better solutions and that is achieved 

through placing the correct members on the team. 

We know when it comes to what we need on a team, whether you've got this 

tension or not, that you've got to bring that person, because they, (a) bring some 
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sort of knowledge that you don't have; and (b) they're going to bring a viewpoint.  

(Sara) 

 From the senior leaders’ perspective, carefully formed teams also help to check 

bias. 

It doesn't have to be either-or...I think one of the challenges is that we are all 

prone to our own biases in different things, and to recognize that other people 

might have better information or a better experience or better skill sets that aid 

them in doing whatever that either-or thinking is precipitated towards.  (Chad) 

 Subtheme A: Creating better both/and solutions requires more than one 

individual.  The culture-sharing group shared that getting to better both/and solutions can 

require more than one individual.  Eleven of the 16 participants referenced this concept 

during the interview process.  It was suggested that there is a relationship between the 

number of team members on an initiative, the diversity of the membership from a unit-

level perspective, and getting to more creative both/and solutions rather than the typical 

either/or decision.   

Often it seems that decisions made by small groups, particularly within a 

[department], can be somewhat provincial [or] even self-serving.  However, as 

more diverse membership is added, the ideas become more total organization 

oriented and, well, better.  (Tristin) 

 Calvin shared how the university’s board and the president expect the senior 

leadership team to work through tensions to find synergies between seemingly 

contradictory ideas to create better both/and solutions.   
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In addition, there's a natural [action] by the organization to try to restrict the flow 

of resources.  So with this natural tension, I believe, the president and the board 

expect us to work our way through to find a both/and solution…something that's 

compatible with both of those kind of natural tensions. 

Theme Five: Managing Tensions Positively 

 All 16 of the participants mentioned the need for positivity when dealing with 

paradoxical tensions.  The analysis revealed that the senior leadership team realizes that 

managing tensions positively can aid in creating strategic agility.  The senior leaders 

expressed that they manage and balance the tensions instead of seeking to resolve them 

immediately.  Allowing select tensions to remain unresolved is considered part of 

fostering an environment where better both/and solutions can be created.  The 

participants shared that managing tensions positively can create the necessity for better 

thinking and problem solving. 

Out of tensions, creativity is born...in that puzzle-solving, problem-solving kind 

of way.  So you have this very tense paradox, and you sit down, and you're 

starting to try to solve for…what is causing the tension, what is really unresolved 

here.  And all of a sudden, somebody says, "Oh, maybe it's because," or "What if 

you did."  You start to hear those phrases.  (Margaret)  

 Leaders are needed to help others cope with ambiguity and to recognize the 

tensions and bring them to a positive conclusion.  

The important part of my role is to really surface those tensions, and they’re 

evident when you start to experience them and declare them as a natural part of 
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what needs to happen in order to achieve positive ends.  That's a really important 

thing for me.  (Thomas) 

 Budget and resource allocation is another form of tension that can enable strategic 

agility.  Faced with finite human resources and dollars, the leadership team leverages 

those tensions positively to create innovative solutions and balance the need to sustain 

existing operation. 

 I think inherent in some of what I do there is going to be some frustration with 

the tension that comes from resource contention in the budget process.  (…) but I 

would say that that tension is an inherent part of a planning process.  The 

important part is to learn how to manage through that in a constructive way 

without being destructive to the organization and to explore and launch new 

initiatives.  (Oscar) 

 Subtheme A: Using systems and processes as a way to leverage tensions and 

create strategic agility.  The institution has created systems and processes to explore 

new opportunities, seize them once approved, involve cross-departmental units in the 

decision-making process, and in the overall implementation process.  The evidence 

collected including organizational charts, workflows, and committee structures, indicates 

that from idea to implementation, the initiatives are resourced and progress to goal is 

measured.  The processes examined and observed involved senior leadership, unit-level 

leaders, and subject matter experts throughout the organization. 

{…So to have an entrepreneurial organization you have to have these 

implementation functions to support that, and I think we do that really well.  But I 

think that that came to be through trial and error through a few years of, "Ahh, we 
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want to do all these things but how do we get all the pieces together?”  And now I 

think we're at a point where [we] really have that down.  And so to me that is the 

systems being created to support the innovative institution…So the fact that we do 

so many entrepreneurial things so frequently has made us kind of create these 

structures at our institution that support that.}  (Nancy) 

 Providing access to well-structured systems and processes aids in the 

identification of opportunities from multiple levels of the organization. 

Involve them.  I think we have a good system where things are vetted through- 

I'm giving an example of our university here with our {partnership development 

council}.  If people have questions, they can raise it.  If they [faculty and staff] 

have an initiative, they bring it to the table.  (Sara) 

 Committees also provide a framework for participative decision-making. 

{When we say, we have this many resources to do this and we have these 

resources to do the other thing, the Market Opportunity Review Committee 

evaluates can we do both by providing additional resources that were not 

currently available.  It is also, we have the ability to provide those resources, but 

should we do it?  That goes to another kind of decision; how does it impact the 

many other projects.}  (Sam) 

 The organization creates systems to support innovation. 

{We create systems to support the innovative institution…and talking to 

colleagues who have moved on from our institution to other institutions of higher 

education, that's always the first thing that they cite is how they miss that about 

our institution, that they could have an idea and they don't have to go through a 
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bunch of bureaucratic red tape to get it to come to fruition.  There’s still a process 

to follow but it doesn't feel restrictive.}  (Nancy) 

Theme Six: Increasing Institutional Responsiveness through the Creation of Flexible 

Capabilities 

 The senior leadership team shared that they value creating and strengthening 

flexible capacities that allow for increased agile responses to an unknowable and 

unpredictable future.  Based on evaluation of the institution’s financials, project reports, 

board reports, senior leader observations, and interview data, it is apparent to the 

researcher that the institution strengthens itself through broad strategic investments (both 

micro and macro).  Units are organized and reorganized to maximize the speed of 

response and the quality of outputs.  

{So you can't predict what's going to happen five years from now.  But what you 

can do is you can ask yourself, “What are the institutional capabilities that are 

likely to have continuing force and continuing utility given the general 

environment?”}  (William) 

 The innovative culture of the institution helps to create sustainable differentiation 

in the market place. 

We have some infrastructure and capabilities that I think a lot of the institutions 

don't because of the entrepreneurial nature and just [the] kind of the private nature 

of who we are.  (Calvin) 

 William also discussed that inertia is not a positive feature within the private 

nonprofit higher education segment.  
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What I [have] found is that the natural tendency of organizations is to slow things 

down.  (…) but in an environment like the one we have in our segment of higher 

education, where the market is always in flux, the competitive set is shifting in 

and out every year, the technology is rapidly evolving and the market demands 

are evolving, and there's all these things taking place, I think that the natural 

organizational tendency to slow things down is not a positive feature (…). 

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

 This study sought to answer the research question: How do senior leaders of a 

private nonprofit U.S. higher education institution leverage paradoxical tensions to create 

strategic agility?  In addition, the study sought to describe the essence of the intuition’s 

senior leadership culture-sharing group through the documentation of a single case at a 

specific point in time (Creswell, 2013).  Furthermore, the study sought to provide a 

framework that other institutions of higher education may use to increase strategic agility.  

 The findings expressed through the major themes and illustrative evidence 

compiled in Chapter Four indicate that the culture-sharing group of senior leaders value 

and leverage paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility.  The researcher’s analysis of 

the data indicates that this is accomplished through not only systems and processes, but 

by fostering and nurturing an organizational culture that seeks and embraces paradoxical 

tensions.  The evidence strongly suggests that working together toward a common 

mission is a cultural norm for this group.     

In Chapter One, the researcher discussed that if the survival of an organization is 

predicated on how well it responds to the shifting ecosystem (Bryson, 2011), then private 

institutions of higher education need the ability to change and adapt quickly and 
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effectively.  The evidence collected and analyzed throughout this study suggests that the 

research site and its culture-sharing leadership team have demonstrated proficiency in 

this regard.  The research site has continued to experience growth, financial stability, and 

increased academic quality even during a time when it has experienced a significant loss 

of undergraduate enrollment.    

There is also evidence to support that the institution is able to effectively practice 

unit-level ambidexterity (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004).  The institution derives value 

from current capabilities, assets, and traditional markets, while it concurrently discovers 

new market verticals and is opportunistic (Jansen, Simsek, & Cao, 2012).  Additionally, 

the evidence analyzed indicates that the senior leadership team employs paradoxical 

leadership approaches that (a) create increased awareness of strategic opportunities by 

employees, (b) increase the ability to adapt and seize such events by the organization, (c) 

engender unification of organizational leadership, and create resource flexibility (Lewis 

et al., 2014).  The researcher’s analysis concludes that by employing paradoxical 

approaches to managing tensions, this private nonprofit higher education institution 

derives new sources of revenue to increase solvency, while at the same time creating 

greater access to educational opportunities for those it seeks to serve.   

 The researcher recognizes there is an overlap and connected nature to the themes 

that emerged throughout the data analysis.  While the six identified themes and 

corresponding subthemes are each distinct and important in their own right, their 

interconnectedness suggests an even greater cultural value when combined.  Therefore, in 

Chapter Five, the researcher proposes a theoretical and conceptual framework that 

illustrates the connected and interdisciplinary nature of this thematic tapestry.  The goal is 
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to create a transferable framework that might be used by other like institutions of higher 

education to increase strategic agility. 

Summary 

 This chapter provided a review of the research design and methods, introduced 

the study’s participants, described the research site, discussed the data analysis processes, 

and provided a comprehensive review of the research study findings.  Additionally, 

Chapter Four provided an in-depth analysis and synthesis of findings.  Chapter Five will 

provide conclusions, a summary of findings, a proposed solution, and implications for 

future research.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

“Theory without practice is empty; practice without theory is blind." 

     - Immanuel Kant 

Introduction  

 Regionally focused private nonprofit U.S. higher education institutions are 

experiencing disruptive and discontinuous change and sustainability is likely dependent 

on the ability to create strategic agility.  The current ethnographic case study explored 

how paradoxical leadership approaches to managing tensions could aid institutions in 

creating greater strategic agility.  By applying paradoxical leadership approaches, these 

institutions could derive new sources of revenue to increase solvency, while at the same 

time create greater access to educational opportunities for those they seek to serve.   

 The study was supported by two current theories that address paradoxical tensions 

and their potential to create positive outcomes within organizational leadership.  The first 

is the theory of ambidexterity.  Ambidexterity is defined as “the capacity to 

simultaneously achieve alignment and adaptability at a business-unit level” (Gibson & 

Birkinshaw, 2004, p. 209)).  The second is paradox leadership theory.  Paradox theory 

states that contradictory tensions (a) create increased awareness of strategic opportunities 

by employees, (b) increase the ability to adapt and seize such events by the organization, 

(c) engender unification of organizational leadership, and (d) create resource flexibility 

(Lewis et al., 2014).   

 Chapter Five provides a review of the study’s purpose and aim.  Additionally, the 

chapter includes the researcher’s conclusions and a summary of the study’s findings.  

Most importantly, the study’s aim is addressed with a proposed model, a potential 
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implementation plan, and a review of the practical implications.  Lastly, implications for 

future research, implications for future leadership theory and practice, and a final 

summary are included.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the current ethnographic case study was to formally document 

how senior leaders in a private nonprofit U.S. higher education institution leverage 

paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to formally document how senior leaders of a private 

nonprofit U.S. institution of higher education leverage paradoxical tensions to create 

strategic agility.  Furthermore, the study sought to provide a framework that other 

institutions of higher education may use to increase strategic agility.  By incorporating 

existing research on paradox with the data from the study, a set of practices emerged, 

were documented, and a model proposed for use by the existing and other like 

organizations. 

Conclusions 

 This study sought to answer the research question: How do senior leaders of a 

private nonprofit U.S. higher education institution leverage paradoxical tensions to create 

strategic agility?  Furthermore, by observing the social behaviors of the participating 

senior leadership team (Wolcott, 2008), the study sought to describe the essence of the 

culture-sharing group.  Finally, the study aimed at providing a conceptual framework that 

the research site and like institutions could use to leverage paradoxical tensions to create 

strategic agility.  
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 Recent research studies regarding paradoxical leadership and unit-level 

ambidexterity have primarily focused on for-profit organizations.  In their implications 

for future research, Lewis, Andriopoulos, and Smith, (2014) suggested that further 

studies be conducted in other sectors beyond the for-profit to extend the research on 

paradoxical leadership approaches.  As the private nonprofit segment is a relatively new 

area of study for paradoxical leadership, the research involved the interviewing of the 16 

culture-sharing senior leaders within a single case.  The research also included two direct 

observation sessions with the culture-sharing group, and the collection and analysis of 

more than 20 internal and external documents and reports related to the research site.   

 Conclusions drawn from this qualitative study indicate that (a) the research site 

does indeed benefit from leveraging paradoxical leadership approaches and unit-level 

ambidexterity to create strategic agility, (b) the essence of the culture-sharing senior 

leadership group is rooted in fostering a culture that seeks and embraces innovation and 

paradoxical tensions through partnership and collaboration, and (c) group leadership 

approaches and goal alignment are key characteristics of a culture that leverages 

paradoxical tensions positively. Albert, Kreutzer, and Lechner’s (2014) research suggests 

that the long-standing paradox between interdependency and strategic renewal may 

actually create a new and more successful model when these approaches are combined.  

The results of this study suggest alignment with this research, as well.   

 In Chapter One, the researcher posed the question, “Why do so many leaders and 

organizations resist addressing paradoxical tensions when the benefits of such an 

approach seem to align with success and sustainability?”  Perhaps the answer to this 

question resides in the continued focus on individual leadership traits and individual 
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decision-making within the U.S. (Schein, 2015).  Perhaps leaders and followers alike lack 

a clear understanding of the ability to use disruptive and discontinuous change to their 

advantage.  The institution participating in this study demonstrated concrete and practical 

ways of dealing with paradoxical tensions that allowed the processing of them through 

the organizational culture system of interdisciplinary and cross-departmental teams, 

which lead to strategic agility.   

 Furthermore, there was ample evidence of participative decision-making (Cotton, 

Vollrath, Froggatt, Lengnick-Hall, & Jennings, 1988) enabling positive employee 

engagement within the institution.  This was a central cultural element within the senior 

leadership team.  Repeatedly throughout the interview and observation process, the 

participants discussed systems and processes whereby new opportunities, operational 

issues, and tensions were addressed positively.  In these examples, work was often 

referred to as meaningful and a source of satisfaction by the senior leadership team.  This 

behavior and cultural lens aligns with Ramlall’s (2008) descriptions of positive 

organizational behavior (POB).   

 Additionally, one constant in all of the examples cited by the study’s participants 

was a group approach to leadership and problem solving.  It was as if the organization 

had formed itself through experience into a change-absorbing and leveraging institution.  

Schein (2015) discussed that contemporary theory has focused less and less on group 

dynamics and has focused more and more on the individual.  The results of this study 

suggest that team-based paradoxical leadership approaches could be an effective method 

for creating greater strategic agility within private nonprofit U.S. higher education 

institutions. 
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 Lastly, the findings of this study in no way seek to diminish the need for a senior 

leader’s competence and expertise within their functional role or to minimize the 

importance of individual contributions.  To the contrary, the evidence presented in 

Chapter Four suggests that functional competence is an expected minimum qualification 

of a senior leader.  However, the research results do suggest that the culture-sharing 

group of senior leaders expected and valued an interdisciplinary work culture that 

transcends functional roles. 

Summary of Findings 

 Analysis of the data surfaced six major themes and nine related subthemes.  

Through investigating the organizational life (Schein, 2015) of these 16 culture-sharing 

leaders and exploring their group dynamic, it was revealed that these themes are more 

than behavioral descriptions.  When brought together, the themes emerge as a set of best 

practices for leveraging paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility within private 

nonprofit U.S. higher education.  The following themes and subthemes answer the 

research question: How do senior leaders of a private nonprofit U.S. higher education 

institution leverage paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility?  

Theme One: Fostering a Culture that Seeks and Embraces Innovation through 

Paradoxical Tensions 

 The institution’s senior leadership team conveyed that it values establishing and 

growing a culture of innovation through participation.  The organization provided 

evidence that this quality is a principle key to its success in leveraging paradoxical 

tensions.  Fourteen of the 16 senior leaders shared aspects of how they are encouraged to 

try new things, to take risks, and to fail.  Evidence suggests this philosophy pervades the 
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university in a canalized manner.  The university seems to encourage and support the 

seeking out of new opportunities and over time has operationalized the process of 

absorbing change results. 

Subtheme A: Leading requires much more than functional responsibilities. 

 Half of the study’s participants indicated that the leader’s role was much more 

than being successful in managing the day-to-day functional responsibilities, such as 

disciplined based areas including academics, marketing, or finance.  The most important 

work of the senior leader was described as being at the table with their peers contributing 

and collaborating at strategic and operational levels.  Words and sentiments such as 

humility, the need for optimism, dealing with ambiguity, and being competitive yet 

collaborative with one another were used to describe the senior leader’s role and what the 

fellow leaders expected of their peers.  Additionally, phrases such as “not seeking credit” 

and “authentically leading for the good of the cause” were used.  These behaviors seemed 

a requirement of this culture-sharing group of senior leaders.  Examples of these cultural 

behaviors were noted in both direct observation sessions.   

 Subtheme B: Attempting new opportunities.  There is evidence to support that 

the senior leadership team has established an environment for themselves and the 

university community that encourages new ventures and novel approaches.  The team 

members conveyed the value of creating a safe environment to experiment and reward 

new ideas…even ideas that did not deliver the expected results.   

 Subtheme C: Learning from and letting go of failure.  Seven of the 16 senior 

leaders directly indicated that it was okay to fail, admit, and learn from their mistakes.  

Evidence emerged that indicates the culture-sharing group does not dwell on mistakes.  
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One of the senior leaders described forgiveness of failure as freeing and allowing for 

greater focus on future activities.  Encouraging a culture of self-forgiveness for honest 

mistakes and being positive about what was learned emerged as a key cultural element 

for this leadership group.  The participants spoke about fostering a culture that values 

calculated risk taking.  At the same time, participants expressed a willingness and 

expectation of learning from and admitting failure.  The culture-sharing group seemed 

willing to change their thinking, admit bad ideas, concepts, projects, and initiatives.  

There was an awareness from the highest levels of leadership that admitting mistakes is a 

learning and liberating experience for the individual and for the organization. 

 Subtheme D: Communicating and listening is a change strategy.  Regarding 

managing change, 15 of the 16 participants cited communication as a highly valuable 

tool.  The examined evidence suggests the organization reduces resistance to change and 

also leverages the synergies of seemingly paradoxical tensions by connecting the 

potential change or opportunity to the mission and vision of the organization.  The 

research revealed that allowing employees to orient themselves to exploiting current 

operations and exploring new opportunities simultaneously is furthered by connecting the 

work to the mission of the university. 

Theme Two: Creating a Mindset for Innovation and Growth 

 The concept of mindset was used to describe a needed characteristic within the 

organizational culture to not only mitigate the impacts of change, but to leverage them 

through innovation.  Evidence indicates that the culture-sharing senior leadership group 

values and promotes having a personal and organizational mindset (or orientation) toward 

innovation and growth.  Ten of the 16 participants referenced the concept of mindset 
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directly during the interview process.  The concept of mindset was also noted during the 

direct observations.  The data suggests there is an importance placed on how senior 

leaders and their employees comprehend change and their ability to adapt 

psychologically towards increased innovative behaviors. 

Theme Three: Generating Collaboration and Partnership 

 A strong theme emerged regarding the culture-sharing group’s focus and attention 

on collaboration and partnership.  Seven participants discussed that working 

collaboratively with the senior leadership team is seen as a necessary and inclusive way 

to accomplish institutional goals.  However, the senior leadership team acknowledged the 

seemingly paradoxical tensions are created by this expectation.  For example, the senior 

leadership members expressed that they are both individually competitive and 

collaborative at the same time.  Being open to feedback and the involvement of other 

leaders in one’s area of work is also expected within the culture-sharing group.  Devoting 

energy and resources to support one another is also expected.  These behaviors were also 

observed during the two weekly senior leadership meetings the researcher attended. 

 Subtheme A: Bridging cross-departmental inclusion and participative 

decision-making.  Through the analysis of institutional documents, interview transcripts, 

and observation notes, it became evident that cross-departmental inclusion and 

participative decision-making were key aspects of generating collaboration and 

partnership within the university.  Thirteen of the 16 participants noted that the leadership 

group leverages cross-departmental teams to create strategic agility.  Participants 

expressed that this practice allows for the organization's broad involvement through 

inclusion on implementation teams and fostering participative decision-making (PDM) at 
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the unit-level.  Additionally, buy-in is created at multiple levels of the organization 

through broad and meaningful participation.  The evidence suggests this practice gives 

voice to those departments that are impacted by new initiatives and in turn, creates new 

and different solutions to approach the opportunity at hand. 

 Subtheme B: Creating trust and nurturing relationships.  The evidence 

suggests that the viability of sustainable collaboration and partnerships is connected to 

trust and the nurturing of meaningful relationships.  It was expressed that relationships 

are very important to the senior leadership culture-sharing group.  There is evidence of 

deep mutual respect between the functional roles, but it is expected that leaders contribute 

well beyond their specific discipline.  Trust is created through this process.  Nearly 63% 

of the participants discussed the importance of cultivating peer relationships during the 

interview process.  Additionally, after examining internal documents and reports, there is 

evidence this expectation and practice filters down to the unit-level management across 

the organization. 

 Subtheme C: Gathering diverse perspectives.  Seven of the participants 

referenced the importance of gathering diverse perspectives.  Evidence suggests it is the 

norm that members of the culture-sharing leadership group share their thoughts and 

perceptions about operational issues and new opportunities.  However, four of the 

participants also cited that when this process does not occur, there are consequences or 

perceived negative impacts when the broader culture-sharing group was not included.  

There is evidence that the team believes that one of the values of the culture-sharing 

group is its inclusive decision-making process.  The importance of having a diversity of 
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perspectives on the senior leadership team in decision-making appeared to be very 

important. 

Theme Four: Forming Teams Mindfully and Purposefully 

 Nearly all of the participants emphasized that team membership was instrumental 

to project and institutional success.  Fifteen of the 16 participants shared that they think 

deeply about team construction for new initiatives and for operational activities.  This 

appeared to be highly valued by the senior leadership culture-sharing group and 

substantial evidence suggests this practice is pervasive throughout the organization.  The 

research revealed there is purpose and intent behind the creation of teams. 

 Subtheme A: Creating better both/and solutions requires more than one 

individual.  The culture-sharing group shared that getting to better both/and solutions can 

require more than one individual.  Eleven of the 16 participants referenced this concept 

during the interview process.  It was suggested that there is a relationship between the 

number of team members on an initiative, the diversity of the membership from a unit-

level perspective, and getting to more creative both/and solutions rather than the typical 

either/or decision.   

Theme Five: Managing Tensions Positively 

 All 16 of the participants mentioned the need for positivity when dealing with 

paradoxical tensions.  The analysis revealed that the senior leadership team realizes that 

managing tensions positively can aid in creating strategic agility.  The senior leaders 

expressed that they manage and balance the tensions instead of seeking to resolve them 

immediately.  Allowing select tensions to remain unresolved is considered part of 

fostering an environment where better both/and solutions can be created.  The 
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participants shared that managing tensions positively can create the necessity for better 

thinking and problem solving. 

 Subtheme A: Using systems and processes as a way to leverage tensions and 

create strategic agility.  The institution has created systems and processes to explore 

new opportunities, seize them once approved, involve cross-departmental units in the 

decision-making process, and in the overall implementation process.  The evidence 

collected including organizational charts, workflows, and committee structures, indicates 

that from idea to implementation, the initiatives are resourced and progress to goal is 

measured.  The processes examined and observed involved senior leadership, unit-level 

leaders, and subject matter experts throughout the organization. 

Theme Six: Increasing Institutional Responsiveness through the Creation of Flexible 

Capacities 

 The senior leadership team shared that they value creating and strengthening 

flexible capacities that allow for increased agile responses to an unknowable and 

unpredictable future.  Based on evaluation of the institution’s financials, project reports, 

board reports, senior leader observations, and interview data, it is apparent to the 

researcher that the institution strengthens itself through broad strategic investments (both 

micro and macro).  Units are organized and reorganized to maximize the speed of 

response and the quality of outputs.   
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 Proposed Conceptual Model  

 The aim of the study was to provide a model that the research site and other like 

institutions could use to aid in leveraging paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility.  

Based on the findings of this study, combined with current research in the field of 

paradoxical leadership approaches and unit-level ambidexterity, a conceptual model has 

been proposed that illustrates the connected nature of the culture-sharing practices and 

habits of senior leadership that aid in creating greater strategic agility.   

 The outer ring of the proposed model represents the internal and external 

pressures that private nonprofit U.S. higher education institutions face, such as paradox, 

discontinuous change, ambiguity, and frustration.  The six major themes are arranged as 

cogs to convey the connected nature of the group leadership culture and resulting 

behaviors.  The cogs also represent the concept of momentum and how the turning of one 

cog generates and transfers energy to the others.  At the center of the model is strategic 

agility.  This positioning represents both the outcome of employing paradoxical 

leadership approaches to create strategic agility, but also represents the balance and 

synergies that are created in the center of the model.  The following proposed model 

answers the aim of this study. 
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Figure 1.  Model for Leveraging Paradoxical Tensions to Create Strategic Agility 
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Proposed Solutions 

“Medice, cura te ipsum, (Physician, heal thyself…)” 

    - Aeschylus 

 The following section provides a set of proposed solutions based on the results of 

this study.  Due to the exigent nature of the problem, the researcher has provided 

immediate, mid-term, and long-term solution sets.  In no way are the findings of this 

study, nor the researchers proposed solutions, intended to suggest a single cure-all for 

what ails the U.S. higher education system.  To the contrary, the findings of this study 

build upon on current theory and practice to suggest that the leveraging of paradoxical 

tensions through positivity, collaboration, and empowerment could aid in reaping 

additional value from current markets, competencies, and assets, while concurrently 

discovering new markets and being opportunistic (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; Jansen, 

Simsek, & Cao, 2012). 

 As was discussed in Chapter One, leadership is defined as a practice and process 

for the purposes of this study.  Bass (1990) stated that leadership best practices and 

processes can be taught and are not based merely on traits or characteristics (Northouse, 

2016).  Furthermore, leadership has also been defined as a group responsibility and 

activity within organizations and not something that exists only at the highest levels, but 

is embedded as part of the membership (Schein, 2015).  The following proposed 

solutions are rooted in these definitions and views of leadership and organizational 

development.   
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Immediate Solution 

 The researcher proposes that private nonprofit leadership within U.S. higher 

education institutions could immediately benefit from leveraging paradoxical tensions to 

increase strategic agility.  Using the proposed model (see Figure 1) as a guide, leaders 

and institutions alike, could perform personal and organizational self-evaluations to 

assess themselves against the proposed model for leveraging paradoxical tensions to 

create strategic agility.  Due to the regional focus and contextual nuances inherent in 

private institutions of higher education, a self-evaluation by each leader is an appropriate 

approach.  Based on the outcomes of the self-evaluation, leaders and institutions could 

then analyze the results, discuss, and create action plans to recognize and enhance current 

strengths, while seeking opportunities to bolster any deficiencies. 

 Implementation of proposed solution.  Either group or individual evaluation 

could achieve this process in several ways.  For example, an anonymous survey could be 

created and sent out to a select group of institutional leaders using a survey tool such as 

SurveyMonkey (https://www.surveymonkey.com/).  An example survey instrument has 

been created using the major themes and subthemes from this study and included in 

Appendices F and G.  The offered survey utilizes a five-point Likert scaling approach.  A 

Likert scaling method is appropriate as it is used to measure attitudes and opinions 

through standardized responses (Babbie, 2017).  

 The anonymous and aggregated results of this survey could then be used as a 

discussion tool by the university board of trustees, president, and senior leaders to 

engender a discussion about how the leadership group might better employ paradoxical 

leadership approaches.   
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Midterm Solution: One to Two Years 

 One of the goals of this dissertation in practice was the sharing of knowledge.  

The researcher plans to promote the findings of this study through multiple channels to 

share the learnings and to extend the impact of the dissertation in practice process.   

 Implementation of proposed solution.  First, the researcher has already 

submitted an abstract based on the study findings and been selected to participate in a 

poster session on leadership.  The researcher will also submit abstracts to multiple annual 

conferences such as the Academy of Management (AOM) Teaching and Learning 

Conference, Higher Learning Commission (HLC), and National Association of College 

and University Business Officers (NACUBO) to present the research study and 

disseminate the findings.   

 Furthermore, the researcher will edit the dissertation in practice and submit as a 

scholarly article to several peer reviewed journals.  Besides the dissemination of the 

research findings, it is anticipated that other researchers might consider follow-on studies 

as suggested in the implications for future research section of Chapter 5.   

 In parallel, the researcher plans to author a book rooted in the findings of this 

study.  As discussed in Chapter One, many private nonprofit U.S. higher education 

institutions are facing dire and complicated circumstances.  Rooted in the proposed 

model offered in Chapter Five, the proposed book would provide an in-depth roadmap 

describing concrete ways in which private nonprofit U.S. higher education institutions 

could leverage paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility.   

 These three approaches seek to aid in disseminating the study’s findings, 

promoting the sharing of the proposed paradoxical tensions model for private nonprofit 
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U.S. higher education institutions, and aid senior leaders at higher education in making 

positive and lasting change.   

Long-Term Solution: Two to Five Years  

 To extend and sustain the impact of the findings, another possible solution is 

establishing an executive coaching model through consultancy with an existing coaching 

and mentoring firm. 

 Implementation of proposed solution.  Services like BetterUp 

(https://www.betterup.co) deliver scalable and affordable personalized executive 

coaching through a mobile platform.  The company has started a higher education 

practice and is providing services to a Tier 1 state institution and a large for-profit higher 

education provider.  Perhaps the findings of this study and the proposed conceptual 

framework could help to inform a personalized executive coaching model for regionally 

focused nonprofit higher education institutions.  

Support for the Solution 

 

 Scholarly research and the dissemination of peer-reviewed research is an 

established, valued, and trusted practice within academia.  Therefore, continued research, 

publishing, and consulting in the area of leveraging paradoxical tension to create strategic 

agility are practical and feasible solutions.   

 Additional, the research findings indicate that senior leadership teams within 

private nonprofit U.S. higher education institutions could benefit significantly by seeing 

themselves as a culture-sharing group and practicing the cultural norms and behaviors 

elucidated in the proposed model.  Schein (2015) discussed that the creation and 

management of culture within an organization is a critical distinction between leadership 
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and management.  The results of this study also indicate that culture and group leadership 

dynamics are central to the research site’s ability to employ effective, scalable unit-level 

ambidexterity, and paradoxical leadership approaches.   

 This is a nascent opportunity for senior leaders within private nonprofit U.S. 

higher education to break the cycle of what Zemsky (2013) referred to as a lack of ability 

to adopt effective change.  Regionally focused private nonprofit U.S. institutions of 

higher education should consider the use of the study’s conceptual model to aid in 

promoting and cultivating a culture-sharing leadership group that leverages paradoxical 

tensions to increase strategic agility.  

Implications 

Implications of the Findings for the Research Site 

 Though the research site has demonstrated an ability to effectively use 

paradoxical leadership approaches in the recent past, the institution should consider 

putting into place certain provisions and practices to help sustain this critical ability.  

During an interview, one of the participants shared that it had been hard to fill leadership 

positions from outside of the organization.  Numerous candidates had the requisite skill 

set and experience, but were not thought to be a good fit for the culture-sharing 

leadership team.  Perhaps the research site should consider establishing a senior leader 

coaching/mentoring program that assists with things such as acclimating to such a well-

established and high-performing team.  With the average term of employment for senior 

leaders at the research site being more than 10 years, it is probable that many could retire 

over the next decade. 
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Practical Implications  

 First, the majority of the research regarding paradoxical leadership approaches 

and unit-level ambidexterity has been conducted in the for-profit sector.  This study helps 

to fill the gap by exploring the nonprofit sector.  Furthermore, this study was rather 

innovative by blending two qualitative methods.  The bulk of the research conducted in 

the area of paradox has used a case study methodology.  The use of a focused 

ethnography created an emphasis on defining the essence the culture-sharing leadership 

group being researched.  

 Second, the research findings suggest that the participating research site does 

indeed leverage paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility.  Based on the proposed 

conceptual model (see Figure 1) it is probabilistic that other private nonprofit U.S. higher 

education intuitions could benefit from this approach. 

 Third, the findings of this study suggest that group leadership dynamics are an 

important aspect to successfully navigating and leveraging paradoxical tensions 

positively within private nonprofit U.S. higher education institutions.  Therefore, a 

practical consideration is the training and preparation of current and future leaders within 

higher education.  The findings of this study indicate that leaders within higher education 

should be prepared to accept and cope with paradox, discontinuous change, ambiguity, 

and frustration in a positive manner.  Furthermore, current and future leaders will need to 

understand and embrace to importance of cultural dynamics and oriented toward group 

leadership practices.    

 

 



LEVERAGING TENSIONS 91 

Implications for Future Research 

  There are many important opportunities for future research based on the outcomes 

of this study.  As mentioned in Chapter One, there has been very little research conducted 

on paradoxical leadership approaches and unit-level ambidexterity within the U.S. 

nonprofit higher education segment.  Though this study adds to the existing body of 

knowledge with a new conceptual model and additional insights about the role of culture 

in creating strategic agility, additional studies are encouraged to further refine and clarify.   

 Additionally, the researcher sought to minimize the possible limitation of this 

qualitative study; however, it was conducted at a single site and involves a single case.  A 

natural follow-on study would be to repeat a similar study including multiple research 

sites to test further the outcomes and conclusions of this study’s findings.  This type of 

study could aid in refinement of the proposed conceptual model and increase the 

transferability of the results.  Furthermore, as is customary in qualitative research, the 

results of this study could help to inform a quantitative study utilizing a survey 

methodology to increase the generalizability of the results.  Finally, this study 

concentrated on one case that involved a single regionally focused private nonprofit U.S. 

higher education institution.  The research could be expanded to include other types of 

U.S. higher education institutions such as two-year and four-year state institutions. 

 Lastly, during the interview process, many of the participants brought up the 

importance of mindset as it related to managing and leveraging paradoxical tensions.  The 

researcher recommends a future study exploring how individual and group mindset 

relates to leveraging paradoxical tensions and creating strategic agility.  
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Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 The results and conclusions drawn from this study provide further support 

regarding the importance of culture and group dynamics as they relate to leadership and 

approaches to managing and leveraging paradoxical tensions.  The findings also further 

support the concept of we leadership (Haslam, Reicher, & Platow, (2011) and the 

importance of human systems and group dynamics (Schein, 2015) in organizational 

leadership.  Much attention in recent leadership research has focused on the individual 

leader’s normative and descriptive characteristics.  The results of this study suggest that 

perhaps more attention should be paid to the interplay between these characteristics and 

leadership culture within private nonprofit U.S. colleges and universities.  By doing so, 

these institutions could be positioned better to embrace change, increase the speed of 

effective decision-making, and to increase sustainability out into the future. 

Summary of the Study 

 This ethnographic case study explored a significant real-world problem within the 

researcher’s professional practice field, which resulted in the proposed evidence-based 

solution.  The study addressed private nonprofit U.S. higher education’s lack of ability to 

positively react and respond to disruptive and discontinuous change.  Based on current 

research in the field (Zemsky, 2013), institutions that make up this segment of higher 

education are not known for their flexibility and adaptability.  Furthermore, these 

institutions face mounting financial challenges (Berman, 2017) and regulatory scrutiny 

(Higher Education Opportunity Act, 2008).   

 This ethnographic case study described how the culture-sharing senior leadership 

team of a private nonprofit U.S. higher education institution leverages paradoxical 
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tensions to create strategic agility.  The results of this qualitative study yielded six major 

themes including (a) fostering a culture that seeks and embraces innovation through 

paradoxical tensions, (b) creating a mindset for innovation and growth, (c) generating 

collaboration and partnership, (d) forming teams mindfully and purposefully, (e) 

managing tensions positively, and (f) increasing institutional responsiveness through the 

creation of flexible capacities.   

 Through the synthesis of the study’s results, along with current research in the 

area of paradoxical tensions and unit-level ambidexterity, a conceptual model was 

proposed.  The aim of the proposed conceptual model is to aid in the transferability of the 

results of this study to like organizations such as other private nonprofit U.S. higher 

education institutions for the purposes of creating greater strategic agility.  

 This study offers a set of evidenced-based solutions rooted in the current literature 

and research results.  These results include six major themes and nine related subthemes 

that answer the research question: How do senior leaders of a private nonprofit U.S. 

higher education institution leverage paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility?  

Furthermore, a thorough analysis of the collected evidence revealed the essence or 

cultural portrait of the participating culture-sharing senior leadership group as being 

rooted in fostering a culture that seeks and embraces innovation and paradoxical tensions 

through partnership and collaboration.  Lastly, the conceptual model for leveraging 

paradoxical tensions to create strategic agility was proposed in Chapter Five and achieves 

the aim of study. 

 Based on the research findings and current literature in the field, the researcher 

has proposed three interrelated solutions with the goal of disseminating and sharing the 
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findings of this study.  These multiphase action plans include (a) the creation and use of a 

paradoxical leadership self-assessment survey instrument for higher education leaders 

(immediate plan), (b) dissemination of the findings through presentations and publishing 

of a research article (mid-term plan), and (c) the writing and publishing of a book on the 

subject (long-term plan). 

 Finally, this study offers practical solutions for leaders within private nonprofit 

higher education that desire to increase strategic agility through the leveraging of 

paradoxical tensions.  Notwithstanding the challenging macroeconomic and regulatory 

environment, the results of this study provide evidence that suggests that team-based 

paradoxical leadership approaches could be an effective method for creating greater 

strategic agility.  The results of this study and the evidence provided suggest that 

paradoxical approaches to managing tension could help private nonprofit U.S. higher 

education institutions derive new sources of revenue to increase solvency, while at the 

same time creating greater access to high quality educational opportunities for those they 

seek to serve. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol Instrument 

Time of Interview: To be scheduled 

Date: To be scheduled 

Place: Private nonprofit higher education institution in the U.S. 

Interviewer: Patrick A. Bennett 

Interviewee 1: Name 

 

Pre-interview statement: Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research 

project.  Our discussion today will involve the concept of using paradoxical approaches 

in leadership for enabling strategic agility.  I would like to begin by providing you with a 

definition of paradoxical leadership [provide definition on paper and have interviewee 

read as I read aloud].  

Paradoxical leadership states that contradictory tensions in decision-making can create 

increased awareness of strategic opportunities by: 

(a) increasing an employee's ability to adapt to such events  

(b) creating resource flexibility (for what sake?…briefly define)and 

(c) unifying various leadership approaches as to how to handle the situation at hand. 

Please let me know when you are ready to proceed.  

[pause] 

If you are ok, we will proceed with the questions.  I want to remind you that your 

comments will remain confidential.  Additionally, you are asked to keep these 

proceedings confidential and not to share with others the data collection experience 

today.  If you agree with these terms, please signify by saying yes.  

[Have them sign the consent form.  Let them know they can take a break at any time and 

that they can ask you if they have any questions, etc.] 
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Questions: 

1. How do you avoid feeling paralyzed or frustrated by tensions and enable more 

effective both/and solutions? 

2. How do you help others at your university avoid feeling paralyzed or frustrated by 

tensions and enable more effective both/and solutions? 

3. Tensions (e.g., formal planning and responsiveness) can be problematic, yet many 

high performers view tensions as opportunities. 

a. How do you turn tensions into positive energy? 

b. Can you provide an example of a tension that is vital to achieving high 

performance at your university? 

4. How do you help others move from an either/or mentality (decisions as 

tradeoffs or compromises) toward more paradoxical thinking (both/and)? 

a. How do you encourage paradoxical thinking, even deliberately 

stressing tensions during decision-making to encourage better, more 

creative results? 

5. One risk when dealing with tensions is that they can raise anxiety, cause 

defensiveness, and frustrate effective decision-making.  How do you help others 

work through such discomfort so that they can manage paradoxes? 

6. How does your strategy, values and/or vision encompass paradoxes? 

a. For example, how do you provide a strategy that is clear yet 

recognizes competing demands? 

b. How does your organizational culture further support both/and 

thinking? 
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7. Is there anything else that you would like to add about paradoxical leadership that 

I have not asked? 

Additional questions for depth and breadth to the above questions: 

Would you expound? 

Tell me more. 

How would you describe that in a different way? 

I would like to hear more about that. 

Would you clarify that for me? 

What was the effect of that incident? 

What were the consequences? 

What was your reaction to that behavior? 

Take me through your thought processes during that time. 

Field Notes Section 

Note.  Adapted from “Paradoxical Leadership to Enable Strategic Agility,” by M. W. 

Lewis, C. Andriopoulos and W. K. Smith, 2014, California Management Review, 56, p. 

74-75. Copyright 2014 by the California Management Review. 
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Appendix B 

Observational Protocol Instrument 

Leveraging Paradoxical Tensions: An Ethnographic Case Study of a Private Nonprofit 

U.S. Higher Education Institution Observations May – June 2018 

Observer: 

Setting: 

Date: Time: 

 

Descriptive Notes Reflective Notes 

What is the interaction among academic leadership and 

administration leadership? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In what ways does the culture-sharing group make 

decisions? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What does the culture-sharing group value? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What topics were covered that were not on the agenda?  
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How does the culture-sharing group turn tensions into 

positive energy?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How do peers help other team members based on their 

area expertise move from either/or decision-making to 

both/and decision-making? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How does the culture-sharing group turn frustration or 

and analysis into both/and solutions? 

 

 

 

 

 

How are issues resolved within the culture-sharing 

group?  
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Appendix C 

Sample Email/Conversation Script 

Dear Senior University Leader: 

My name is Patrick Bennett and I am a doctoral candidate in the Doctor of 

Education in Interdisciplinary Leadership program at Creighton University.  I am seeking 

participants for my research dissertation, an ethnographic case study analysis of your 

institution and how senior leaders within a culture-sharing group leverage tensions to 

create strategic agility.  Participation in the study is completely voluntary and has no 

bearing on your actual work performance.  Additionally, there is no compensation for 

your participation.  

Your participation in the research study will include a single one-on-one 

interview that should take no longer than an hour to an hour and a half to complete.  This 

will be scheduled and conducted at your convenience between May and June of 2018. 

The interview may be conducted either face-to-face or via phone.  The interview audio 

will be recorded, however, all identifying information will be removed.  All information 

collected during the study will remain strictly confidential.  Furthermore, you will be 

asked to participate in two to four direct observations with your senior leadership peers.  

This will involve me, the researcher, observing the cultural-norms and values of the 

culture-sharing leadership team during regularly scheduled meeting.   

Both your university’s IRB office and Creighton’s IRB office have approved the 

study.  Furthermore, the president of your university has provided you with a formal 

letter endorsing my work on your campus.  Should you wish to participate, simply reply 

to this email or call the phone number below.   
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Lastly, attached to this email, you will find a copy of the informed consent form 

for this study.  The form describes the study and your rights.  Again, your participation in 

this study is completely voluntary. 

Thank you in advance for your kind consideration 

Sincerely, 

Patrick A. Bennett 
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Appendix D 

Bill of Rights for Research Participants 

 

As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 

make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 

research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 

begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what 

you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 

whether you will be compensated for participating in the study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 

confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-

related injury, and about your rights as a research participant. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related 

injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment.  
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Appendix E 
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Appendix F 
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Appendix G 

 




