
Paradoxical Thinking    1 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Paradoxical Thinking 

Alexis Tapia 

National University 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Paradoxical Thinking    2 

Table of Contents 

Abstract .................................................................................................................................. 3 

What is Cause and Effect Thinking? ...................................................................................... 3 

What is Paradoxical Thinking? .............................................................................................. 4 

Cause and Effect Thinking vs. Paradoxical Thinking ............................................................. 5 

Why Does Cause and Effect Thinking Hinder Achieving Mastery? ......................................... 6 

What Company Demonstrates Paradoxical Thinking? ............................................................ 7 

Can We Learn Paradoxical Thinking? ................................................................................... 8 

Eight Skills Related to Intelligence ....................................................................................... 10 

Management and Leadership can Utilize Paradoxical Thinking to Improve the Organization

 ............................................................................................................................................. 11 

References ............................................................................................................................ 15 

 

 

 

 

 



Paradoxical Thinking    3 

Abstract 

Have you ever considered changing your way of thinking? Probably not, right? You like 

the way you think and make decisions. You have been doing it your entire life. Think about CEOs, 

managers, leaders, entrepreneurs, and businessmen. They carry big responsibilities and their way 

of thinking is vital. We read and learn about companies, big or small, being successful because of 

their innovations, management teams, marketing techniques, financial success, and more. What 

we do not read and learn very often is how all these things come into action. It is as simple as 

knowing their way of thinking. Do they have a simple approach of thinking, in this case cause and 

effect, or a more challenging way of thinking, paradoxical thinking? Through research and real-

life scenarios, we will layout and compare these two forms of thinking and see what they represent, 

leading us to reassess how one hinders achieving mastery over the other. Companies, like 

Walgreens, will exemplify how and why they utilized paradoxical thinking. We will see why 

paradoxical thinking, one of the eight skills related to intelligence, is the least skill used. Lastly, 

we will see how managerial leaders can improve an organization as well as their personal goals 

utilizing paradoxical thinking. 

What is Cause and Effect Thinking? 

As children, we are taught cause and effect, a correlation between things or situations where 

one is the result of the other. A simple example of cause and effect thinking is when a student 

decides to study for four hours for an online course (cause), they expect to get a high grade (effect). 

The effort put in results in more knowledge and understanding of the material. On the other hand, 

if a student does not study at all (cause), no new knowledge or understanding is gained, leading to 

failing the course (effect). The student is using cause and effect thinking. This type of thinking 
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suggests that there is only one solution to one problem—if A happens, B will happen. Cause and 

effect thinking is a linear form of thought and decision making.  

What is Paradoxical Thinking? 

Jim Blasingame defines paradox as “when two things—like words, traits or situations—

seem illogical and/or contradictory, but may in fact, be compatible, justified or true” (Blasingame, 

2015, 1). Paradoxical thinking can thus be defined as realizing there is a way of benefiting from 

two opposing conditions when making effective decisions. The children’s tale of The Tortoise and 

the Hare is an example of paradoxical thinking. It was expected the Tortoise would lose because 

tortoises are commonly a slow animal. Hares, on the contrary, are agile and quick. The story itself 

is paradoxical—the slow animal wins the race against the hare. Furthermore, in the book, 

Becoming a Master Manager: A Competing Values Approach, the authors present a competing 

values framework, that helps managerial leaders use paradoxical thinking. This model, as shown 

in Figure 1, lays out how managers and leaders can think in contradicting perspectives. The authors 

claim that 

To engage in paradoxical thinking, one must be willing to engage uncertainty and 
contradiction. This does not simply mean that managers are willing or able to act 
in different ways at different times. It means that they must be willing to try to 
resolve the contradiction and to integrate seemingly opposite ideas or behaviors. It 
means maintaining standards and retaining control while at the same time being 
flexible and creative. It means being collaborative and open to new ideas while at 
the same time providing a vision that makes sense in the current environment 
(Quinn, Faerman, Thompson, McGrath, 2015, 319). 
 

Further in the text, we will see how Walgreens management 

applied the control and create sections of the competing values 

framework through paradoxical thinking. For now, contemplate 

cause and effecting thinking with paradoxical thinking. 

Figure 1. Competing Values Framework. Taken from: Becoming a Master 

Manager: A Competing Values Approach, 6th Edition. 
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Cause and Effect Thinking vs. Paradoxical Thinking 

The innovational advancements in technology have revolutionized the way organizations 

do business. As a result, competition between industries and organizations has escalated. This can 

be accomplished through leadership growth in paradoxical thinking. Let us briefly examine a basic 

model of how cause and effect thinking, and paradoxical thinking fall into the world of business, 

or even one’s personal life. A company could utilize cause and effect 

thinking by believing an increase in the price of a good will bring more 

revenue to the company. Seems logical making something more 

expensive will generate more money. Where is the fun in that? It is 

clearly not the best approach to solving managerial issues. That is 

where paradoxical thinking comes into play. There is no guarantee a price increase will bring in 

more money. Paradoxical thinking is intended to take an action that may seem irrational but true. 

Now, the important question is what other solutions are possible. Other options come up such as 

if the price should be even changed, decreased, or increased. It is essential to look at both opposing 

views in order to be innovative and with time be successful. Paradoxical thinking, as compared to 

cause and effect thinking, will bring any organization a competitive 

advantage because it changes the approach of ideas towards a 

mentality that deviates from the norm. Paradoxical thinking will 

redefine the organization’s purpose through a contradictory 

perspective intended to beat any conflict and develop better 

accomplishments. Cause and effect thinking gives a manager a single, easy, approachable solution 

whereas paradoxical thinking indulges one to think profoundly into a problem and reinvent it. This 

way, one generates more possible solutions and attitudes to the same problem. Paradoxical 

Cause 
and Effect 
Thinking 

Paradoxical Thinking 
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thinking is supposed to make leaders think to an uncomfortable, complex degree. Leaders need to 

step out of their comfort zone in order to make better decisions with amazing results. Cause and 

effect thinking, on the other hand, gives people amenity and convenience because they know what 

will occur. Managers cannot think creatively if they are stuck on the concept of this or that. The 

fast-changing world of today does not allow for a single, dull perspective. Therefore, paradoxical 

thinking is in itself a more powerful form of thinking than cause and effect thinking because of the 

advanced innovational world we live in. 

Why Does Cause and Effect Thinking Hinder Achieving Mastery? 

There is no boldness to only utilize cause and effect thinking because there is no thinking 

outside the box. It makes you perceive that the problem was solved at the first attempt when in 

reality the problem is still there. We have to look and think deeper, oppose the problem or the 

answer. Cause and effect will bring solutions only temporarily, which means that it will eventually 

build more obstacles in the future. Sales might increase for a year or two, but what happens when 

new innovations arise in the market, or the price of things devalue? Remember, we are on business 

turf that transforms rapidly. Technological advancements and the instant speed of communication 

will bring many businesses to close if they do not incorporate paradoxical thinking. Being afraid 

of what can happen in the future keeps managers in their safe, comfortable zone of thought. Their 

creative thinking skills are hiding, waiting to be released. It will definitely come back to bite them 

when they least expect it. Think of it this way: cause and effect thinking is when you only clean 

your car from the outside, when on the opposing side, the inside you still have to vacuum, dust, or 

even repair. Cleaning your car inside and out is paradoxical thinking, or in this case, paradoxical 

cleaning.  
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What Company Demonstrates Paradoxical Thinking? 

Important and successful companies have demonstrated the advantage of thinking 

paradoxically. Walgreens, one of America’s biggest drugstore and pharmacy chain, has done so 

by preserving the status quo yet supporting transformations. This course has taught us the 

Competing Values Framework in which we can identify this application as control countering 

create (review Figure 1). But how exactly did Walgreens think paradoxically? They remained loyal 

to hiring those most qualified and valuable to the company’s vision of success, but through a 

different hiring demographic, reaching out to marginated individuals with disabilities. This 

movement began in 2002 when Randy Lewis, Senior Vice President of Supply Chain and 

Logistics, made a proposal for more job opportunities. Walgreens actively made this one of the 

focal points of the company. For example, when the Anderson S.C. distribution center opened in 

2007, Walgreens teamed with nearby job agencies to attract people with disabilities to fill at least 

20 percent of factory positions. “More than 1,500 individuals with disabilities have completed 

retail and customer service skills training in stores across the nation” (Walgreens Website, 4). 

Through a broad perspective, we can see most companies will focus on a hiring pattern of 

consistency control. Paradox thinking for Walgreens was creating adaptability and challenging 

Figure 3. “Paradoxical Cleaning”: Cleaning your car from 

the outside represents cause and effect thinking. Cleaning 

your car from the opposite, inside, represents paradoxical 

thinking. Taken from: https://techflourish.com 
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their status quo in terms of new and unique hires. This brought Walgreens great community 

recognition as well as a differing corporate strategy. By thinking paradoxically, they benefited in 

sharpening their Social Responsibility sector. Additionally, Walgreens proved to their current 

workers and to society that  

through [their] efforts [they] have seen that individuals with disabilities can perform 
to standard as much as any other team member, across a variety of work settings. 
In the process, [they have] enabled thousands of people with disabilities to build 
lives they may not otherwise have been able to, simply because opportunities were 
not presented to them (Walgreens Website, 5).  
 

We have come to learn it can be tough for workers within an organization to consider new ideas 

while invoking and carrying change. That did not stop Walgreens from being complex and having 

competing demands, or in other terms, thinking paradoxically.  

Can We Learn Paradoxical Thinking? 

As explained above, paradoxical thinking is a form of thinking that one can essentially learn. The 

painful step, though, is to actually propose oneself to think paradoxically. The current business 

ambiance has created managers wanting things done quickly, cheaply, and conveniently. This will 

formulate troubles in their organizations. This also stimulates, or better said, forces the managers 

and leaders to use paradoxical thinking. We must educate ourselves of how and why paradoxical 

thinking is so beneficiary. Just like any other new challenge, we take baby steps and eventually 

become good at it. Note, however, adults with experience and various educational backgrounds 

have to step out of their comfort zone by letting go of linear cause and effect thinking. We have to 

let go of our traditional way of reasoning, which is a difficult change to make within ourselves. If 

you are up to it, through determination and dedication, one can train their mind to think in a 

different and complex manner that although may seem contradictory, is in fact advantageous to 

achieving mastery in one’s goals. We “must live in the present and the future simultaneously. We 
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must balance speed and urgency with discipline” (Schoeman, 2016, 28). Do not be afraid to 

question and sustain the status quo, to be adjacently different and familiar, to reverse rules or 

traditions, and most importantly, do not be afraid to opposing yourself and your ideas. You will be 

surprised how far your thinking can go. Businesses need to propose to their employees (as well as 

themselves) to think outside the box. In order to avoid expensive training programs that will teach 

employers and employees how to use paradoxical thinking, people should first characterize what 

paradoxical thinking is. Additionally, encouraging others to brainstorm their ideas and solutions 

will build more possible outcomes. Through brainstorming sessions, people will have the ability 

to see contradicting elements and legitimate understandings. The issue here, though, is not if 

paradoxical thinking can be learned, rather if it is being used to solve problems and make decisions. 

In other words, is one enthusiastically prepared to tackle contradictions? Management can enforce 

the competing values framework on their organizations. Ravi would argue that employees will 

come to think and see things from differing contexts that they are usually not familiar with. They 

will become doubtful and skeptical about things they never even cared to notice. Ravi also claims 

“It pays to be skeptical. The more skeptical you are the better a paradox thinker you will be. You 

do not take for granted what others accept as a matter of routine” (Ravi, 2010, 2). Be that as it may, 

learning paradoxical thinking is no easy task for the reason that paradoxical thinking is the least 

used of the skills related to intelligence (Ravi, 2010, 3), as will be addressed next.  

 

 

 

Figure 2. Taken from: 
https://hbdchick.wordpress.com 
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Eight Skills Related to Intelligence 

Paradoxical thinking is one of eight skills related to intelligence, yet it is the least used. The other 

seven skills are memory, logic, judgement, perception, intuition, reason, and imagination (Ravi, 

2010, 2). Why is paradoxical thinking the least used as compared to the other seven? Well, the 

other seven skills are centrally related to intellectual mentality. Paradoxical thinking clearly does 

not fit in with the rest of the skills and is not a typical intellectual concept. Ironically enough, in 

order to think paradoxically, the other seven skills—memory, judgement, perception, intuition, 

reason, and imagination—are prerequisites to combine opposing ideas. Schools do not go around 

teaching students how to think in opposites. Students are taught to use their common sense through 

logical reasoning. Teachers primarily focus on cause and effect thinking, this happened because 

that happened. There seems to be no time or energy to teach creative and complex thinking 

abilities. We carry this notion with us for many years. Paradox thinking, therefore, is probably the 

least used because it is not a general everyday standard. Thinking paradoxically is no easy task, as 

this text has emphasized. This is a thinking method that requires us to actively think in opposites 

and believe what is not obvious. We do not go about our lives in opposites. Our minds are not used 

to this. “Paradox is perhaps the least used of these skills. It involves the ability to reverse, 

manipulate, combine, synthesize opposites” (Ravi, 2010, 3). We avoid using energy, time, 

analysis, manipulation, and other aspects that we generally do not enjoy. Paradoxical thinking is 

contradictory thinking—not direct, obvious, straightforward, or transparent thinking. It takes effort 

to think outside the box, to view things from very narrow angles. It can even reach an exhausting 

point of analysis to reach feasible solutions. People fear paradoxical thinking because they think 

it will jeopardize their jobs or outcomes. People who use paradoxical thinking are going to be 

different. They might even appear to be weird to others because it is unheard of, especially within 
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the eight skills of intelligence. People will question why you don’t want to take the easy route 

when making decisions and solving problems. Paradoxical thinking, as compared to cause and 

effect thinking, leads to fear and doubt because of the risks and uncertainty it involves. Overall, 

we can see how paradoxical thinking is one of eight skills of intelligence and because it is a rare 

yet precious form of thinking, it will reconstruct remarkable, uncommon, and one of a kind results 

for any organization or individual. 

Management and Leadership can Utilize Paradoxical Thinking to Improve the 

Organization 

The roles of a manager and a leader are interchangeably discussed, mainly in the business 

world. If we look closely, a manager and a leader perform distinctively. The different functions 

between leaders and managers can be put into a simple form: leaders develop followers or future 

leaders, and managers manage people and things. Warren Bennis (1983) has mapped out the 

contrasting characteristics (Figure 4). Managers focus on stability and on how things are usually 

done. Leaders are all about change and new opportunities. A manager’s approach is to plan and 

remain constant. But then you have a leader’s approach of setting the direction, guiding his team 

to the next level of success. When it comes to rules and regulations, managers tend to make and 

enforce them. Leaders tend to break them. Think about your culture at work. Cause and effect 

thinking is more of a manager’s approach and paradoxical thinking is more of a leadership 

approach. Vineet Nayer claims Ghandi as one of the best leaders ever known, “His vision became 

everyone’s dream and ensured that [India’s] push for independence was unstoppable. The world 

needs leaders like him who can think beyond problems, have a vision, and inspire people to convert 

challenges into opportunities, a step at a time” (Nayer, 2014, 8). Ghandi is a leader who thought 

paradoxically. He is recognized for so many inspirational quotes, but I think “The best way to find 
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yourself is to lose yourself in the service of others” (Gandhi) adequately illustrates how a leader 

leans more towards paradoxical thinking. A leader does not have subordinates because their vision 

is to develop more leaders. Managers, on the other hand, seek to have subordinates to consistently 

produce X product by Y way (linear cause and effect thinking). Many managers tend to confuse 

managing with leading. Consequently, a business can begin to face obstacles rather than get 

through them. Managers already carry the skills and general potential; so, in order to improve the 

organization, they must become a paradoxical thinking leader. Managers who do not think and 

carry paradoxical thinking will find themselves captured in simple cause and effect thinking with 

simple conclusions. This will affect their organization in every sector possible. Consumers, 

employees, and other stakeholders must learn their leader’s appreciation through innovative and 

creative ways. There is so much more to be understood, questioned, and created. The strain on 

competition between industries depends on leaders to think paradoxically. Allowing employees to 

voice their opinions and creative thoughts will intensify an organization. We now know it is 

possible to think paradoxically. Managers have roles that give them aspects of character that they 

may view as negative and, consequently, try to eliminate…. but Olwlyer’s research shows these 

negative aspects are actually just as essential to who we are as the parts of us that we like, hence 

the paradox (Blasingame, 2015, 3). Paradoxical thinking makes us reflect if we are avoiding 

conflict like a manager or utilizing it for new opportunities like a leader. Mastering paradoxical 

thinking requires managerial leaders to concurrently apply and practice all sectors of the competing 

values framework. The current business atmosphere does not leave room for cause and effect 

thinking. It is time managers, leaders, employees, and stakeholders seek more than one answer. It 

is time that they take risks and ignore the “what ifs”. Knowing what will happen prevents leaders 

from looking at the bigger and better picture. They will like to feel safe but be stuck in their comfort 
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zone, while their organization suffers in the market. Leave what is the norm in the past. The present 

is not stopping, so the form of approaching conflict and opportunities should not stop either. 

Paradoxical thinking gives people access to a perpetual amount of information, yet it is the least 

used skill of intelligence. Society is not accustomed to this structure of thinking. Master managers 

can go as far as to implement paradoxical thinking in their personal beliefs. Career objectives and 

family decisions can transform one’s life by challenging the status quo. Creative and innovative 

perspectives of contradictory truths will spark realizations and epiphanies never imagined. Parents 

and spouses will be able to confront their personal issues by applying paradoxical thinking. By 

eliminating their usual cause and effect thinking, things will begin to make more sense and various 

answers will appear. Students and teachers will develop more critical answers through creative 

thinking and brainstorming practices. Not only will leaders and managers perform based on the 

competing values framework in their organizations, but younger dreamers and entrepreneurs as in 

their daily life. It is time to put aside the mentality of “this is how we/I have always done it” and 

propose change through paradoxical thinking. A master manager and critical thinker should now 

get a basic idea of the benefits of paradoxical thinking. In order to improve the organization, a 

master manager will be able to apply this formula to existing encounters in their organizations and 

real life scenarios. Take this journey of paradoxical thinking as a blueprint for success. Changing 

the way one thinks will change their life. 
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Figure 4. Warren Bennis lays out the differences between a Leader and a Manager 
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