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A Paradox Approach to Organizational Tensions during the Pandemic Crisis 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Simone Carmine, Garima Sharma, Camille Pradies & Joshua Keller 

 
The COVID-19 pandemic is a massive exogenous shock which reverberated around the world, 

forcing all types of organizations to change overnight – from the local coffee shop to the 

international airline. As we try to make sense of the events surrounding the pandemic, one question 

that has perplexed both scholars and managers alike has been the extent to which this experience 

is qualitatively different from others. 

One area of research to turn to is research on organizational paradoxes, as the organizational 

paradox literature has focused extensively on how organizations experience change (e.g., Jay, 

2013; Lüscher & Lewis, 2008; Smith & Tracey, 2016). According to the paradox literature, major 

exogenous change impacts organizations by increasing the saliency of organizational tensions 

(Smith & Lewis, 2011), such as tensions between exploration and exploitation (e.g., Smith, 2014), 

cooperation and competition (e.g., Raza-Ullah et al., 2014), or control and collaboration (e.g., 

Sundaramurthy & Lewis, 2003). The increased salience of tensions is critical for understanding 

organizations undergoing major change because tensions are both multi-level and multi-faceted, 

impacting actors ranging from the CEO to the front-line employee (Jarzabkowski et al, 2013) and 

involving responses that are cognitive (e.g., Miron-Spektor et al, 2018), emotional (e.g., Vince & 

Broussine, 1996), and material (e.g., Knight & Paroutis, 2017). By focusing attention on the 

tensions that organizations experience during the pandemic and their responses, the paradox 

literature can provide shards of clarity to this otherwise incomprehensible event. At the same time, 

unpacking the pandemic experience through a paradox lens can reveal new insights on 

organizational tensions, enabling scholars to gain sense of future, seemingly, senseless events. 
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To address the organizational experience during the COVID-19 pandemic through a paradox lens, 

we explore five examples of tensions that have been especially salient during the pandemic crisis: 

the short-term vs. long-term tensions (see Slawinski below); social vs. economic goal tensions (see 

Schrage below), learning vs. performing tensions (see Winther-Hansen, Carmine, Andriopoulos & 

Gotsi below); common good vs. individual privacy tensions (see Raza & Keller below) and agency 

tensions (see Krzeminska, Mafico & Härtel below; see Tunarosa below). 

As uncertainty about the size and scope of the pandemic, the duration of the pandemic, and the 

government’s capacity to manage the pandemic has raised the saliency of tensions, organizations 

have been faced with the heightened urge to navigate short-term and long-term goals (see Slawinski 

below). For organizations that depend on global supply chains (i.e., multinational corporations), 

these tensions between short-term and long-term goals have also triggered tensions around 

managing economic and social goals, as short-term economic objectives have become more 

challenging and more pressing (see Schrage below). For many organizations, time has not been 

the object of tension itself but has made salient new paradoxes. This is especially the case for 

organizations racing against time to fight the pandemic. Profound tensions between exploring new 

forms of knowledge and exploiting existing forms of knowledge (see Winther-Hansen, Carmine, 

Andriopoulos & Gotsi below) have emerged. As organizations have been forced to cooperate with 

others quickly, the salience of tensions between cooperation and competition has also peaked (see 

Razah-Ullah & Stadtler below). The pandemic has also provided opportunities for organizations 

to leverage technological solutions for knowledge sharing and communication, but creating 

tensions around transparency (see Raza & Keller below). At the same time, the crisis has created 

entrepreneurial opportunities (see Krzeminska, Mafico & Härtel below) and opportunities for 

exploiting cultural holes (see Tunarosa below). As Albert Einstein says, “in the middle of difficulty 
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lies opportunity”. By providing a paradox lens, we tackle this underlying paradox head-on, which 

further elucidates the complexity of the pandemic experience facing organizations and the further 

complexity that lies ahead. 

 

 

Understanding Temporality and Paradox during the COVID-19 Crisis 

 
Natalie Slawinski 

 
Temporal tensions abound in organizations and organizing in numerous ways. Managers must 

decide whether to focus on exploiting existing technologies and products or invest in new 

technologies and products for the future (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004; Raisch, Birkinshaw, Probst 

& Tushman, 2009). They are faced with the pressures to go fast to keep up with competitors and 

investor demands, while also slowing down to take stock of long-term shifts in the business 

environment and society (Perlow, Okhuysen & Reppenin, 2002; Slawinski, Pinkse, Busch, & 

Banerjee, 2017). 

While organizations and their members experience these temporal tensions on a regular basis, the 

COVID-19 pandemic has amplified these tensions in a number of ways. For instance, the 

immediate and urgent need to protect people from COVID-19 and to save jobs has led to decisions 

that often pit human health against economic needs. Furthermore, the unprecedented uncertainty 

associated with the causes, nature and consequences of the pandemic has increased attention to 

short-term measures in an effort to alleviate the discomfort and fear that come with not knowing 

what the future holds. In other words, the high uncertainty combined with the severity of impacts 

of the pandemic has created an impetus to take quick short-term actions that often conflict with 

the need to consider the long-term viability of our economy and society. 
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Paradox theory provides us with insights into the nature and management of opposing yet 

interconnected poles, including between short and long-term goals that may appear to be 

contradictory but that also reinforce and support one another (Smith & Lewis, 2011; Slawinski & 

Bansal, 2017). In more recent years, research on temporal paradoxes has grown. For instance, 

Reinecke and Ansari (2015) studied Fairtrade International, a hybrid organization that applied 

process time and clock time simultaneously to advance both its short-term market and longer-term 

development goals. In a multi-case study of five oil and gas companies, Slawinski and Bansal 

(2015) found that companies that engaged in “temporal ambidexterity”, meaning they juxtaposed 

both short-term and long-term goals, also developed more holistic climate change strategies. They 

engaged in practices such as scenario planning and convening dialogues with a range of 

stakeholders to understand a variety of possible futures and how to connect with those futures in 

the short run. 

Research on Toyota during the Japanese economic crisis of the 1990s provides another example 

of balancing short-term survival with long-term sustainability, this time in the context of a crisis 

(Osono, Shimizu & Takeuchi, 2008; Stewart & Raman, 2008). Even as its profits fell, the company 

had deep and extensive discussions about its future, which led to the development of the first mass- 

marketed hybrid car, the Prius, despite nay-sayers who argued hybrids would never be profitable. 

This paradoxical approach of taking a long-term view despite incredible short-term pressures 

offers lessons for companies currently navigating the pandemic. 

A paradox lens offers creative approaches to tackling current tensions between the short-term and 

long-term arising from the pandemic. In this difficult environment, the focus of decision makers 

has been on responding quickly to the crisis, while understandably giving much less attention to 

the longer-term implications of the pandemic. Many companies have had to pivot quickly to 
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survive in the next quarter, with little time available for considering how the future may look very 

different from our pre-COVID world. Yet even as it may seem difficult right now to consider the 

long-term, paradox research shows the value of doing so without losing sight of pressing short- 

term needs. For example, as Gaim and Cunha (see Pradies et al., this issue) note, decision-makers 

can reduce the negative, long-term consequences of short term decisions by pausing to create a 

generative space for negotiation to find a shared sense of purpose. Meanwhile, Li and Keller (see 

Sharma et al., this issue) propose that the trade-offs required to address the pandemic in the short- 

term may lead to both/ands in the long term in their piece on Eastern vs. Western responses to the 

pandemic. 

While a paradox lens offers valuable guidance for tackling the temporal tensions emerging from 

the COVID-19 crisis, the current crisis may also offer new insights and future research 

opportunities to paradox researchers. The current pandemic provides an extreme case in which to 

further our understanding of the dynamics of paradox when one pole (e.g. short-termism) 

dominates significantly over the other (e.g. long-termism). Prior research has noted that for many 

companies, immediate goals, concerns and pressures tend to dominate over future ones (Laverty, 

1995; Marginson & MacAuley, 2008), for a variety of reasons, including that organizations attempt 

to reduce risks associated with the uncertain future, and this uncertainty avoidance further 

exacerbates short-termism (Slawinski et al, 2017). Much less research has explored the 

antecedents, dynamics and consequences of paradoxes in which one pole dominates over the other 

(see Huq et al., 2017; Putnam et al., 2019, for exceptions). 

Second, the pandemic has reinforced that both the short-term and long-term have positive and 

negative aspects. During the COVID-19 crisis, a short-term focus has fostered positive effects such 

as nimble and speedy decision-making that has helped organizations pivot rapidly in a virtual 
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world and a growing economic downturn. At the same time, a short-term focus also contains 

negative aspects such as when quick decisions ignore the long-term consequences. For example, 

some businesses re-opened too quickly, resulting in a spike of new cases that hurt people, 

organizations and the economy in both the short and long run. 

Similarly, a long-term approach offers advantages while also containing downsides. Some 

organizations have benefitted from engaging in long-term planning to prepare themselves for a 

potentially very different post-COVID environment. Yet such a long-term view comes with many 

risks including making a wrong bet on the future. In addition, long-termism can paralyze action in 

the short-term as managers fear acting too swiftly, and such inaction can lead to poor long-term 

outcomes. As such, paradox researchers could study responses to the current crisis to glean 

important insights into how organizations and individuals maximize the benefits and minimize the 

harmful aspects of each pole. 

Finally, the current pandemic provides opportunities to study the relationship between each pole 

and related constructs. For example, previous research has shown that self-interest and short- 

termism appear to be related (e.g. Slawinski & Bansal, 2015). In the case of the current pandemic, 

such relationships appear relevant when, for instance, people push back against wearing masks 

claiming it is a violation of their freedoms. They appear to be acting in their own short-term 

interests without considering the long-term consequences to themselves and others of their actions. 

Similarly, sustainability challenges tend to have longer time horizons with lagged effects, as Hahn 

(see Sharma et al., this issue) point out. 
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COVID-19 and innovation: A paradox perspective 

 
Casper Winther-Hansen, Simone Carmine, Constantine Andriopoulos & Manto Gotsi 

 
Innovation is rife with learning and performing tensions (March, 1991). Learning enables firms to 

build capabilities for the future (Janssen & van Yperen, 2004). It fosters the development of 

understanding and task mastery, both critical for exploration (Dweck, 1986). Failure is not seen as 

problematic during learning, as it is a prerequisite for experimentation and creating new knowledge 

(Sinkula et al., 1997). At the same time, a focus on performance fuels needed exploitation, to 

safeguard success in the present and deliver results (Van Der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005; 

Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009). Exploration and exploitation are both necessary for organizational 

survival and prosperity, yet they compete for scarce resources (Levinthal & March, 1981; Levitt 

& March, 1988). Moreover, maintaining a balance between learning and performance is a delicate 

act, as tilting too much towards on exploration may lead to costly experimentation without 

leveraging benefits, while focusing too much on exploitation may trap firms in sub-optimal stable 

equilibria (March, 1991). The COVID-19 outbreak has rendered latent learning and performance 

innovation tensions salient across sectors (Smith & Lewis, 2011), bringing an unprecedented sense 

of urgency to explore and exploit for survival. On one hand, the rapidly changing environment has 

forced organizations to instantly develop novel solutions to an assortment of problems. 

Pharmaceutical companies had to develop and manufacture new vaccines and other drugs in a 

quarter of the usual timeframe, restaurants had to transform their fine dining establishments into 

food delivery providers, retailers had to create entirely new supply chains, financial service 

providers had to implement new virtual identification procedures, and energy providers had to 

implement drone technology to remotely monitor power plants. Yet, on the other hand, the 

instantaneous arrival of physical constraints, scarce supplies, and complex regulations reduced 
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organizations’ capacity to develop novel solutions to address the new problems they were facing. 

Compounding this issue was an underlying uncertainty, as organizations wrestled with whether 

the solutions required to address the current problems would persist well into the future. 

The pressure to respond to this global crisis ‘as soon as possible’ and the profound prevailing 

uncertainty has exacerbated the inherent learning-performing paradox underlying innovation in 

organizations (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Paradox theory provides a useful lens for understanding the 

repertoire of organizational responses that we have witnessed (Schad et al., 2016). Paradox theory 

views contrasting learning and performance goals as distinct but intertwined; their attainment 

enables a productive synergy fostering innovation (Poole & Van de Ven, 1989; Andriopoulos & 

Lewis, 2009). Yet, in practice, variation-increasing exploration processes often clash with 

variation-decreasing exploitation activities, surfacing paradoxes of performing (Benner & 

Tushman, 2003; Bunderson & Sutcliffe, 2003; Smith & Lewis, 2011). In the face of this global 

crisis, some organizations found themselves paralyzed. Cognitive, behavioral or institutional 

defensive responses sought to temporarily avoid or reduce the negative effect of tensions, pushing 

toward consistency (Lewis & Smith, 2014). Consequently, commitment to innovation decreased, 

as firms focused on solving short-term issues (Am et al., 2020). Along with a projection of 

shortcomings to others (e.g. the government, the media, even the local community), this approach 

may, at best, only offer short-term relief from the underlying challenges (Jarzabkowski & Lê, 

2017). In fact, paradox studies predict that such defensive responses likely spur organizations into 

‘vicious cycles’ that ultimately harm organizational effectiveness and may lead to failure (Pradies, 

Tunarosa, Lewis & Courtois, 2020). On the contrary, other organizations featured a different 

response, accepting, confronting and even transcending (Bednarek et al., 2017) the prominent 

learning and performance paradox during this global crisis. Recognizing the interdependence and 
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persistent coexistence of learning and performance demands, they accepted and embraced the 

paradoxical tensions for simultaneous exploration and exploitation, triggering synergies that 

enabled ‘leapfrogging’ and innovation to thrive (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Paradox literature 

highlights that such purposeful responses, can, over time, fuel ‘virtuous cycles’ of ambidexterity 

(Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008) and enhance long-term performance (Smith et al., 2011). 

The pandemic illuminated the importance of thinking about cycles, and paradox theory provides a 

unique perspective on time, as a cyclical and continuous sequence of events (Pina, 2004). While 

most innovation literature appears to view time as a linear progression between the present and the 

future, a cyclical understanding of innovation opens for interpretations of an event as the precursor 

as well as predecessor of other events and vice versa (Scoblic, 2020). This implies that the two 

exogenous events of, on the one hand, making changes now and, on the other hand, abandoning 

future changes are not discrete events in a linear progression, but a sequence of events through 

which organizations continuously change (Slawinski & Bansal, 2017). Organizations that explored 

new business opportunities prior to the global crisis exploited such opportunities in the wake of 

the crisis and thus leveraged past experience in the present to anticipate the future (e.g. digital 

solutions for remote consultations, for remote controls of power plants). The pandemic heightened 

the temporal tensions underlying paradoxes of innovation in organizations (Andriopoulos et al., 

2018; Smith & Lewis, 2011). The only appropriate response was engaging in incremental and 

radical innovation. The learning-performing paradox became salient and companies had to learn 

about the increasing complexity of the changing environment and quickly perform by innovating 

existing processes. Organizations who recognized this paradox capitalized on the past exploration 

of new opportunities in their innovation labs and the existing partnerships with innovative 

ecosystems in the world to accept paradoxes in the short run by exploiting these opportunities in 
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the present to anticipate the future. The temporal separation of tensions (Poole & van de Ven, 

1989) enabled firms to view innovation as a continuous process of iteration between exploration 

and exploitation by embracing the complementarities of incremental and radical innovation. 

However, the question remains if companies will resolve these innovation tensions during the crisis 

or if tensions will re-emerge after the pandemic and, if so, at which pace change will reappear 

(Klarner & Raisch, 2013). A recent McKinsey survey of more than 200 organizations across 

sectors revealed that more than 90% of business executives perceive that the COVID-19 crisis will 

change the way they conduct business over the next 5 years (Am et al., 2020). Organizations have 

responded to the radical change of environments by focusing on immediate process changes and 

at much higher rates than during times of relative stability. Examples of process innovation, 

triggered by the compression of time, abound. For instance, pharmaceutical companies digitalized 

clinical trials to meet the need for complying with regulations while speeding up testing in as quick 

a manner as possible. While industry reports had outlined processes of developing new drugs as 

unsustainable for years (Elton & O’Riordan, 2016), the pharmaceutical industry experienced a 

transition towards virtual clinical trials within months (MedWatch, 2020). Health authorities 

facilitated the transition by both postponing regulation (EMA, 2020) and fast-tracking technology 

(FDA, 2020). The regulatory authorities allowed companies to embrace the tension between 

quickly launching medical technologies in the market and devoting resources to comply with strict 

regulation during the global crisis. However, the question remains whether this will also lead to 

pharmaceutical companies ignoring the need to consider longer term endeavors that followed a 

much longer regulatory track. 

The pandemic provides an opportunity for us to think about innovation and paradox in a context 

where two exogenous events suddenly appear, namely disruption forcing firms to make sudden 
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changes, but also forcing firms to abandon future changes. As such, this crisis has provided a 

unique context for studying the transformative effects of a higher pace of change for managing 

paradoxical tensions through organizational innovation. There was no time for neither pure 

exploration nor incremental learning, forcing companies to innovate their way through the crisis 

in improving existing processes to make the future a little less uncertain. As such, the COVID-19 

crisis can help us rethink paradox approaches to innovation in at least three ways. First, although 

the scale, velocity and duration of disruptions caused by the pandemic has been unprecedented 

(EY Global, 2020), it is clear that creating a sense of urgency can mobilize organizations to accept, 

confront and transcend learning and performance tensions and leapfrog innovation. Second, this 

global crisis has revealed that a sense of purpose can be a critical enabler in coping with the 

paradoxical tensions inherent in innovation. A people-centered, purpose-led approach can orient 

efforts in the short and long term, but also mobilize solidarity amongst multiple stakeholders in 

the turbulent waters of paradox (Edmondson, 2018). For instance, although paradox theory 

highlights that competition can intensify innovation tensions (Smith & Lewis, 2011), coopetition 

played a major supportive role during this global crisis. Lastly, the pandemic highlighted the 

importance of ‘adequate resources’ (Amabile, 1998) in dealing with innovation paradoxes. The 

public and private sectors have come together in this crisis to provide adequate and comprehensive 

responses, sharing resources and leveraging advisories. When it comes to solving big problems 

through radical innovation, it seems that this synergy can enable virtual cycles of learning and 

performance. 
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The embedded information technology paradoxes within a pandemic response 

 
Hassan Raza & Josh Keller 

 
When the COVID-19 pandemic arrived, organizations immediately sought technological 

solutions. Public health organizations resorted to them to gather data and to disseminate data, while 

private firms turned to them to keep their employees connected. The more organizations sought 

technological solutions, the more they faced salient paradoxical tensions around knowledge 

sharing and privacy as the process of gathering data, disseminating data and providing access to 

data ineluctably opens threats to employees, consumers and other stakeholders’ privacy. 

Tensions between knowledge sharing and privacy in the development and application of 

information technology (IT) existed well before the pandemic. For example, smart phones that 

offer personalized information to employees or consumers have often triggered privacy concerns, 

as IT users must provide information about their personal interests (Sutanto et al, 2013) or location 

(Xu et al, 2011) in order to receive personalized information. Asking customers or employees to 

forgo privacy to receive information creates a power dynamic that forces the user to make 

pragmatic choices about their willingness to relinquish privacy. Without consideration for the 

user’s privacy, tensions relating to maintaining privacy are forced upon the user (Berti & Simpson, 

2020). This places considerable normative pressure on organizations to consider users’ privacy 

concerns when developing technological solutions for knowledge sharing. 

The pandemic crisis, however, put far more pressure on organizations to push the boundaries of 

knowledge sharing, thereby raising the intensity of tensions between knowledge sharing and 

privacy concerns. For public health organizations, access to precise data about transmission was 

critical for forecasting the spread of the virus and for contacting and testing those most at risk 

(WHO, 2020). The pervasiveness of smart mobile devices and wireless networks enabled public 
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health organizations to locate hotspots with high transmission activity with high levels of 

precision, as they could pinpoint where transmission was taking place and who was transmitting 

to whom. Mobile phone applications that provided constant data of each user’s location and 

(through Bluetooth) the information of other users who were in close physical proximity, provided 

seamless access to transmission data. Such precise data were a means to control the spread without 

requiring broad measures such as lockdowns. However, it also required people to share such 

information about themselves. For private firms, enabling remote work - a necessity during the 

pandemic - was facilitated when employees could communicate and share knowledge from their 

homes through videoconferencing and cloud computing. This however, required employees to 

disclose information through the Internet and risk exposure of their personal life, beliefs and 

feelings. 

The issue of time made the tension between knowledge sharing and privacy even more salient. As 

prior research has found, time scarcity increases the salience of tensions by reducing the slack that 

organizational actors have in managing both poles (Miron-Spektor et al, 2018). In the case of 

information technology development, sufficient time can enable technological solutions that can 

simultaneously address knowledge sharing and privacy concerns. But without time for in-house 

development, organizations must rely on outsourcing solutions (Martinsons, 1993). For public 

health organizations, this entailed working with software application developers on developing 

“track and trace” technology solutions, whereas for private firms this entailed relying on third- 

party videoconferencing providers (e.g., Zoom) and cloud computing providers (e.g., Microsoft). 

But while outsourcing reduces the issue of time in technological development, it also can amplify 

existing tensions by triggering even more tensions (Sheep et al, 2017). As explained by Razah- 

Ullah & Stadtler (see below), inter-organizational cooperation raises interorganizational tensions 
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around coordination and competition. However, when it came to knowledge sharing vs. privacy 

tensions, the amplified tension was not limited to those involved in the technology development. 

The more salient issue was heightened privacy concerns, as it increases the number of entities that 

could benefit from the potential violation of data privacy. For example, from employees’ 

perspective, trusting employers with communication data is one issue, but trusting a third-party 

software provider is another. 

Adding another layer of complexity was the institutional and cultural context (see Xin & Keller in 

Sharma et al, this issue). In many Western countries, the right to individual privacy is considered 

a fundamental right and the increased use of surveillance technology, even for public health, was 

often criticized by privacy advocates. In the UK and Europe, a new type of digital track and trace 

application was required that would be compliant with the General Data Protection Regulation 

(Allen, 2020). It requires all types of organizations to follow strict guidelines on data privacy and 

was created to protect the privacy of UK and European nationals. The increased focus on 

maintaining the privacy of citizens required a track and trace technology solution that could be 

used to notify people about the spread of the virus without compromising the ideals of maintaining 

privacy. However, in the UK, the digital division of the UK National Health Service (NHSX) failed 

to create a design with the necessary privacy constraints (NHSX, 2020). This led to a new approach 

where a new contract tracing platform created by Apple and Google was used instead because it 

was far more developed in its capacity to satisfy privacy concerns and satisfied the regulatory 

constraints over privacy. Paradoxically, in the process of developing a new technology solution 

(which required further collaboration with third-party providers), it raised even more privacy 

concerns by the public—even though the goal of the new technology development was aimed at 

providing greater privacy protections. 
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In other countries such as Israel (BBC2, 2020), Singapore and South Korea (Guardian, 2020), the 

governments allowed knowledge sharing concerns to outweigh privacy concerns during the 

pandemic. Surveillance technology was re-purposed to track people and their movements by using 

a combination of location data, video camera footage and credit card information. This required 

less third-party involvement and thus less public attention to privacy concerns. However, in this 

case, the privacy issue was only addressed by being ignored, with public health concerns 

superseding privacy concerns. Even with the use of IT by private firms, maintaining productivity 

during a difficult economic time provided justification for not addressing privacy concerns. 

The case of knowledge sharing and privacy tensions during the pandemic crisis therefore poses an 

interesting question for paradox scholars. If time constraints lead to innovative solutions that 

address both poles (c.f. Miron-Spektor et al, 2018), what explains the pandemic experience with 

IT, where organizations that tried to address both knowledge sharing and privacy concerns failed 

and others only succeeded with knowledge sharing by paying less attention to privacy concerns. 

Is it the institutional context? Is it the inter-organizational context? This case suggests further 

inquiry into the multi-level, complex processes that contribute to technological tensions. 

 

 

Interorganizational Coopetition for Addressing Global Crisis 

 
Tatbeeq Raza-Ullah & Lea Stadtler 

 
The current pandemic has made paradox theory especially relevant for interorganizational 

relations. Typically, organizations in similar industries either cooperate or compete and may 

consider the simultaneous pursuit of both cooperation and competition, i.e. coopetition (Bengtsson 

& Kock, 2000), illogical or even absurd as the underlying logics seem to be contradictory. While 
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cooperation centers on joint value creation in a positive-sum game (i.e. ‘we benefit one another’), 

competition may spur opportunistic behavior in a value capturing, zero-sum game (i.e. ‘only one 

of us will win the race’) (Das & Teng, 2000; Deutsch, 2006). 

COVID-19 and its constraining effects on resources and available timelines have prompted 

organizations to reconsider the typical either/or approach and realize the unique value that 

coopetition may provide. Many competitors have thus started to join forces and combine their 

resources and expertise to address COVID-19 challenges. For example, the two competing 

pharmaceutical companies, BioNTech and Pfizer are collaborating to develop and then distribute 

a COVID-19 vaccine. The giant rivals Apple and Google are working together on a COVID-19 

contact tracing technology. Likewise, supermarkets have started to share distribution depots, 

delivery vans, and staff to help meet demand and cooperate on opening hours and stock level data 

sharing to meet food supply challenges. 

Paradox theory helps unveil the complexities involved in these newly formed relationships, as well 

as navigate their synergistic and conflictive potential. Specifically, a paradox approach to 

coopetition underscores the interdependence of its cooperative and competitive sides (Raza-Ullah 

et al., 2014; Smith & Lewis, 2011). These opposing forces do not simply cancel out each other but 

may combine to provide superior value that neither cooperation nor competition would allow for 

unilaterally (Chen, 2008). Thus, to unleash the synergistic potential of coopetition, organizations 

need to find the right balance (Raza-Ullah, 2020): If either cooperation or competition becomes 

the main focus, this may lead to negative results. 

On the one hand, too strong a focus on competition may risk negating any cooperative benefits. 

Easing off competitive mindsets may seem particularly challenging in cooperation forged because 

of the COVID-19 crisis, as it demands immediate collaboration (e.g. to quickly develop a joint 

https://biontech.de/covid-19
https://www.apple.com/newsroom/2020/04/apple-and-google-partner-on-covid-19-contact-tracing-technology/
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vaccine or tracing tool), thus leaving limited time for the partners to develop trusting relationships. 

Paradox theory may help the coopetition partners acknowledge emerging tensions, and provide 

guidance in identifying (inter-)organizational solutions that allow for the organizational, temporal, 

or domain separation and integration of competitive and cooperative activities (Hoffmann et al., 

2018). 

On the other hand, excessive cooperation can dull creative processes and innovation pursuits 

(Hamel, 1991; Stadtler, 2018), as well as harm competition either in the form of collusion or by 

overriding a partner’s basis of competitive advantage. Such undermining may occur, for instance, 

when unintentional knowledge leakages are misused for competitive benefits, and lead to the 

cooperation’s premature dissolution. For example, Apple and Google worked closely together to 

launch the first iPhone such that Google’s CEO joined Apple’s board and even hinted about a 

potential ‘AppleGoo’ merger (Block, 2007). However, the close ties terminated when Google 

announced Android as a new mobile software platform and Apple’s CEO believed that it had been 

stolen from Apple (Isaacson, 2011). 

So, when collaborating on a COVID-19 contact tracing technology, Google and Apple may be 

mindful of potential knowledge leakages and not let short-term pressures for cooperation endanger 

their individual, long-term competitiveness. Amidst such coopetitive as well as intertemporal 

tensions, paradox theory allows to develop and maintain a more balanced view. When trying to 

jointly solve urgent COVID-19 challenges, organizations must not put aside all protective tools, 

in anticipation of a post-COVID era where markets will resurge and competition will intensify. 

In turn, the increasing number of pandemic-driven coopetitive relationships also provide an 

unprecedented opportunity to expand and revise our knowledge of paradox management. One such 

opportunity unfolds around  the  role of  third parties,  such as governments and  competition 
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authorities. While these actors commonly limit the scope of ‘cooperation’ between competitors to 

avoid collusion, they started to relax competition laws and regulations during the COVID-19 crisis, 

hoping for competitor-collaborations to bring critical benefits to society. For example, many 

competition authorities (e.g. in UK, Spain, Italy, and Japan) have allowed and even called for 

competitor collaborations to address short-term market failures such as sudden demand or supply 

chain disruptions (OECD, 2020). 

For paradox theory these developments offer an opportunity to advance insights into the role of 

third parties beyond that of a consultant or facilitator (Jay, 2013; Lüscher & Lewis, 2008) and 

explore the implications of them constraining or escalating one or both elements of a paradox. 

Such research may help adapt and potentially revise the conceptualization of paradoxical balancing 

as a cognitive challenge (Rothenberg, 1979) by informing the role of external constraints placed 

on the ‘when,’ ‘how’ and ‘to what extent’ of balancing. 

Second, helping address the health crisis, such as providing last mile solutions once a vaccine is 

available, may prompt competitors to move from bilateral to more complex multi-lateral forms of 

collaboration in which also non-profit and governmental actors are involved. For paradox theory, 

these relationships offer an opportunity to investigate the rather neglected, but potentially powerful 

spill-over effects and interdependencies across multiple organizations’ paradox strategies. 

Third, the collaborations forged during the pandemic draw our attention to coopetition as a 

“chosen” paradox. Rather than latently present in (inter-)organizational relations and then rendered 

salient (Smith & Lewis, 2011), coopetition is in most cases an explicit choice. Organizations can 

decide whether, when, within what scope, and with whom they want to initiate this paradox. This 

way, an “if, then both-and” constellation emerges. If competitors choose to cooperate or if 

collaboration partners choose to compete, then they have to acknowledge the underlying 
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interdependence and adopt the “both/and” logic. At the relational level, the choice between 

emphasizing cooperation, competition, or coopetition thus unveils a potential intersection of 

contingency and paradox approaches (Lewis & Smith, 2014) in that the coopetition choice “enacts” 

underlying interdependencies and hence necessitates a “both-and” approach. Likewise, the 

coopetition paradox can be dissolved, either intentionally (e.g. when the joint purpose related to 

COVID-19 has been achieved) or unintentionally (e.g. premature dissolutions due to imbalances in 

the relationship). Paradoxes thus can have a start, an end, as well as a restart – and it is time for 

paradox researchers to fully understand the implications of these deliberate choices. 

Overall, we suggest that an unprecedented crisis such as COVID-19 may motivate companies to 

forge and join ambitious projects that require managing cooperation and competition 

simultaneously. Such projects may also require interactions across global value chains and, as 

such, bring to light other interrelated paradoxes as Schrage (see below) highlights. 

 

 

COVID-19 and global value chains: A paradox perspective 

 
Stephanie Schrage 

 
Coming as a “shock of uncommon magnitude imposed on firms with international commercial 

linkages” (Verbeke, 2020, p. 444), COVID-19 paused global trade in a manner that was 

unthinkable before the pandemic. Breaking off supply lines, the virus had tremendous effects on 

relations in global value chains (GVCs), which were cut off due to lock-down in many countries 

(Gereffi, 2020). Multinational corporations (MNCs) as buyers on the one side were stuck without 

their ordered products. Suppliers in producing countries on the other side could not ship or produce 



20 

 

 

their orders. Especially China (the ‘world’s factory’) standing still led to shortcomings in all 

 

industries and tremendous economic effects. 

 
GVCs are networks of buyers and suppliers that often connect industrialized countries with 

developing and emerging economies (Gereffi et al., 2005). In many industries, they are driven by 

multinational buyers, who – pursuing purely economic objectives – have increasingly outsourced 

their production to independent supplier firms in low-wage countries (Teece, 1981). During the 

pandemic, the typical power asymmetries in GVCs (Gereffi et al. 2005) became fiercer, as many 

MNCs refused to pay for unshipped or late orders and forced their suppliers to give shipment 

guarantees for future orders, which remained uncertain due to lockdown. In attempts to reduce 

uncertainty and risk, some MNCs (e.g. in the automobile industry) even opted for dropping the 

contracts with their developing country suppliers and ordered with more local suppliers, which 

quickly sparked debates on how COVID-19 might lead to ‘deglobalization’ (Verbeke, 2020). 

In addition to these economic effects, social issues in GVCs, such as poor and unhealthy working 

and housing conditions of production workers, became alarmingly visible during the COVID-19 

pandemic. For example, working migrants in the textile industry in China, India, and Bangladesh 

(Leitheiser et al., 2020) remained stranded without work, shelter, or means of transportation to 

their home provinces after their employers closed the doors the production facilities and 

dormitories. Similarly, contract laborers from Eastern Europe employed at subcontractors of the 

food industry in countries like Germany, Ireland, Belgium, Spain, or France suffered from large- 

scale virus outbreaks due to low health and safety standards in their workplaces and housing 

facilities. The COVID-19 pandemic made dramatically clear that suppliers and workers at the 

producing ends of GVCs are the weakest actors in their industries, who had to shoulder the weight 

of the pandemic and its economic and medical consequences. 
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Connecting the paradox perspective with the impacts of COVID-19 on GVCs offers some 

interesting insights. Joining GVCs, MNCs face tensions between purchasing security and 

economic gains. Often, ordering with the cheapest supplier at the other end of the world means the 

highest risk in terms of delay or not having the order delivered at all, which shows that the elements 

are contradictory and interrelated. As long as MNCs order with offshore suppliers, the tensions 

persist, which makes them paradoxical (Smith & Lewis, 2011). During the pandemic, these 

paradoxical tensions were driven to the extreme. Due to lockdown, MNCs had zero order security 

– which (paradoxically) led to zero financial gains (a lose-lose scenario). Following these extreme 

conditions, economists assume MNCs to increasingly internalize their production again (Verbeke, 

2020), which would shift the weight of the paradoxical poles towards more order security. 

However, such deglobalization carries risks of economically leaving behind those workers and 

suppliers in developing and emerging economies that are already disadvantaged by capitalism and 

do not have the choice to simply switch to other buyers. 

The pandemic also intensified another paradox in GVCs: the paradoxical tensions between social 

workplace conditions vs. economic gains. In outsourcing their production, MNCs also outsource 

responsibility and control of social workplace conditions. In GVCs of many industries, economic 

gains come at the expense of decent working conditions (Scherer & Palazzo, 2007). For 

multinational buyers, improving workers’ conditions while simultaneously meeting economic 

objectives unfolds in paradoxical tensions – the social and economic elements contradict each 

other and are interrelated (if one element goes up, the other goes down) (Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the paradoxical tensions between economic and social objectives 

in GVCs proved fiercer than ever. The pandemic drove both the economic and the social poles of 

the paradox to the extreme. On the one hand, the declining economy affected the urgency in which 
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multinational buyers aimed for economic gains. On the other hand, the lock-down circumstances 

in many countries aggravated the social conditions of production workers. 

What can we as paradox scholars learn from the pandemic? Analyzing paradoxical tensions in 

GVCs during the pandemic helps to shed light on the relationship of paradox and power. Paradox 

scholars have established that paradoxes have a ‘dark side’ and are related to dynamics of 

disempowerment (Berti & Simpson, 2019). This interrelation of paradox and power became 

alarmingly clear during the pandemic. Despite scholars stressing that COVID-19 treats every 

human being as equal whether rich or poor, black or white, educated or uneducated (Bapuji et al., 

2020), the pandemic crisis has revealed how unequal we really are. The weakest actors in GVCs 

were struck most severely during the pandemic. This can be seen in the fierce virus outbreaks in 

migrant worker communities and economic losses of developing country suppliers that could not 

simply decide to switch trade partners such as some of their MNC buyers did. While large MNCs 

following the pandemic have the option to simply produce elsewhere, where they face less risks, 

developing country workers and suppliers are left behind. This demonstrates that in 

interorganizational settings, where there are power imbalances between involved actors, the 

powerful actors are the ones who control the dynamics of the paradox. In GVCs during the 

pandemic, powerful MNCs have influenced the proactive or defensive nature of the overall 

responses to the paradoxes (that were present all along the chains). This circumstance marks the 

difference to the case of coopetition as discussed by Raza-Ullah and Stadtler (see above), where 

both actors enter the paradoxical relationship consciously and on equal terms. In 

interorganizational relationships such as GVCs, there are significant power imbalances. One can 

have the most proactive paradox mindset but if one is powerlessly stuck in captive contract 

relations as a developing country supplier or in an 8-bed dormitory in a foreign region as a working 
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migrant, there is no balancing of economic and social objectives. Under such circumstances, 

neither accepting nor defying the paradox changes the situation (Berti & Simpson, 2020). 

For future research on paradox these insights point to the importance of unexpected events and 

crises when analyzing the dynamics of paradox and the role of power for these dynamics. Until 

now, the literature on paradox and power focuses on power relations that have manifested and 

remained quite stable over time like circumstances of modern slavery, employee-supervisor 

relations, or firm-government relations (Berti & Simpson, 2019, 2020; Li, 2020). As COVID-19 

has exposed, unexpected events and crises can lead to shifts in power, which create power 

imbalances that are much fiercer than under ‘normal’ conditions. As paradox scholars, we need to 

consider such power shifts during crises when analyzing the relationship of paradox and power. 

COVID-19 has made dramatically clear that actively addressing paradoxes requires agency, and 

especially during crises, agency is reserved for the privileged. 

 

 

Entrepreneurship during the pandemic crisis – Challenging agency in managing interactions 

of paradox on multiple levels 

Anna Krzeminska, Nkosana Mafico & Charmine E. J. Härtel 

 
A recent article in The Conversation argued that COVID-19 can be “a catalyst for 

entrepreneurship” (Meyer, Pedersen & Ritter, 2020). Entrepreneurship requires action and while 

entrepreneurial action is inherently uncertain (McMullen & Shepherd, 2006), entrepreneurs are 

“expected to rise to the challenge” (Meyer, et al., 2020) and “seize unexpected opportunities” 

(Bird, 1988, p. 451) by innovating and/or pivoting, i.e. redirecting existing knowledge, skills, 

people and networks (Hampel, Tracey & Weber, 2020). 
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We conceptualize the pandemic as a “fight for survival” situation and, to elaborate on this fight, 

we draw on concepts rooted in evolutionary theory, such as selection and retention (Aldrich & 

Ruef, 2006; Nelson & Winter, 1982) as well as metaphors of organic life that have been applied 

in entrepreneurship research (e.g., Alvarez & Barney, 2007; Lundmark, Krzeminska, & Shepherd, 

2019), such as parenthood (Cardon, Wincent, Singh, & Drnovsek, 2009) and mutagenesis 

(Lundmark & Westelius, 2014). The virus is an organism, as are humans. When using an organism 

metaphor in entrepreneurship, innovation and new ventures are mutations, i.e., unique re- 

combinations or chance variations of the existing genetic endowment of firms embodied in their 

knowledge and practices (Wennekers & Thurik, 1999) brought to life by entrepreneurs. The fight 

for survival in the pandemic thus takes place between the virus, humans, and enterprises as the 

organisms of our economic system. 

Because of the unpredictability of the virus, humans have seen themselves forced to act on a global 

scale to contain its effects like no crisis before. The coronavirus pandemic has powerfully 

demonstrated how humans, despite the lack of medical solutions such as vaccines, can orchestrate 

a global societal response to significantly mitigate what otherwise would have been a much more 

devastating selection impact. What is paradoxical in this crisis though is that the societal-level 

actions taken to reduce unpredictability and improve survival on the societal level have added 

considerable unpredictability to the situation upon which individual-level entrepreneurs need to 

act. For example, in Australia, like in many other nations, the first response was to mandate a 

complete shutdown of public life (Wahlquist, 2020). After the ‘curve’ was flattened, rules were 

loosened but differently by each state (Wahlquist, 2020). In addition, the logic behind some rules 

was not obvious, e.g., hairdressers were allowed to open soon after the first lockdown while other 

beauty or massage parlours needed to stay closed (Wahlquist, 2020). Furthermore, restaurants 
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could re-open to 10 guests but not bars (Wahlquist, 2020). More recently, after case numbers 

surged in one state, some states reclosed their borders even to states with few cases (Paul, 2020). 

Given this situation of unpredictably changing rules around who, how, when, and where trading 

can occur, how can entrepreneurs act meaningfully to survive? 

While certain levels of uncertainty are inherent in entrepreneurship, extreme levels of uncertainty 

such as during the pandemic can constrain entrepreneurs’ agency and increase the role of, for 

example, chance on entrepreneurial survival. Zoom Inc. is one such example. The company was 

under fire recently for a range of security and privacy issues (Paul, 2020). In 2019, for instance, 

Zoom quietly installed a hidden web server on user devices that could allow the user to be added 

to a call without their permission (Paul, 2020). Then, a large-scale software issue in April 

2020 allowed hackers to gain access to Zoom user computer webcams and microphones. Despite 

these issues, Zoom has experienced a 535% rise in daily traffic as organizations seek to ease their 

transition to remote work as a result of the pandemic (Paul, 2020). 

In contrast, consider the craft beer industry which particularly has been hit hard by COVID-19. 

Many craft breweries around the world sell 80 to 90 percent of their beer through restaurants, 

which have been closed for weeks with no clear indication of when trading will resume 

(Armstrong, 2020). While some pivoted to produce hand sanitizer, for example, others saw 

themselves more constrained in their adaptability. In Germany for instance, the Werneck Brewery 

founded in 1617 and owned by the same family since 1861 will close its doors in September 

(Armstrong, 2020). The Wernecker Brewery survived world wars, economic crises and decades 

of declining beer consumption, but after 400 years in existence, the coronavirus proved to be a 

challenge it could not overcome (Armstrong, 2020). These examples highlight how societal level 

actions can either silence or magnify entrepreneurial-level tensions. 
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While recent developments in paradox theory acknowledge boundaries to individual agency due 

to power relationships in an organizational context (Berti & Simpson, 2019), the events around the 

pandemic urge us to extend this line of thinking and to consider multiple levels of paradox, i.e., 

how societal-level responses to paradoxical tensions (survival of humans vs. businesses) trickle 

down to affect organizational-level and individual-level tensions (silencing or magnifying those) 

and vice versa. Thus, acknowledging the complex interactions of responses to paradox on multiple 

levels (society, organization and individual) provides opportunities for us to rethink how paradox 

manifests and changes (e.g., is it affected by paradox on other levels?) as well as how actors can 

respond. Regarding the latter, paradox scholars have found that entrepreneurs can effectively 

manage paradoxical challenges through paradoxical frames or mental templates that individuals 

impose on an environment to recognize and embrace tensions (Lewis, 2000; Lewis & Smith, 2014; 

Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Smith & Besharov, 2019). In situations of extreme complexity and/or 

uncertainty due to multi-level paradox interactions, such as in times of COVID-19, however, 

entrepreneurs and actors in general may be less agentic or act differently than previously suspected. 

For example, given the 400 years of tradition of the Wernecker Brewery, the family made a 

conscious decision to shut its doors instead of selling to rival breweries who make “industrial beer” 

as it would “hurt every time to see [our beer] in the shop” (Wernecker Brewery, 2020). “It also 

wouldn't be fair to the other great breweries we are friends with in the region, which then lose their 

sales” (Wernecker Brewery, 2020). This example highlights how, despite effectively managing 

paradoxical challenges over 400 years, entrepreneurs may choose to prioritise aspects that they 

deem critical to themselves, their organisation and their community such as legacy, tradition and 

equity. Studying how other decision factors may inhibit entrepreneurs’ use of paradoxical frames 

presents an exciting opportunity to rethink and extend paradox theory in light of entrepreneurial 
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issues during the pandemic, i.e., entrepreneurs may close their business not because they are unable 

to embrace tensions but because they are unwilling. 

Pivoting, one of the most important concepts in entrepreneurial practice (O’Connor & Klebahn, 

2011; Nobel, 2011), may provide a promising way forward for studying how entrepreneurs manage 

multi-level paradoxes (Hampel et al., 2020). Pivoting often occurs when resource-constrained 

ventures “come to view their current model and trajectory as unsustainable, and take the decision 

to transform themselves in an effort to survive and grow” (Grimes, 2018; Kunisch, Bartunek, 

Mueller, & Huy, 2017; Nicholls-Nixon, Cooper, & Woo, 2000). Thus far, research on pivoting has 

provided rich process-oriented contributions to literature that investigates tensions in organisations 

such as identification management and community management (Hampel, et al., 2020). It remains, 

however, a greenfield in the paradox literature despite clear implications. 

Pivoting can, for example, help elucidate the process entrepreneurs undergo to modify 

organizational practices in contexts where there are linkages between tensions at multiple levels 

such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Tsoukas & Cunha, 2017). Highlighting this process can advance 

the paradox literature by providing us with a more nuanced understanding of how the modification 

of organizational practices can impact the linkages between multiple tensions and consequently 

change the nature of the vicious and virtuous cycles actors are exposed to (Toukas & Cunha, 2017). 

For example, how are entrepreneurs’ decisions to pivot, such as breweries manufacturing hand 

sanitizer or fashion enterprises producing protective gear, affecting paradox on other levels, such 

as intensifying paradox by alienating employees who lose identification with the company mission 

or silencing tension by increased approval from the public due to the social nature of their pivot? 

Pivoting can furthermore illuminate the cognitive processes entrepreneurs undergo to untangle 

themselves and their organizations from multiple tensions that have become intertwined and nested 
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in one another (Sheep, Fairhurst, & Khazanchi, 2017). In particular, it may enhance our 

understanding of paradoxical frames by highlighting cognitive supports and constraints that 

originate at multiple levels that help and hinder the enactment of paradoxical frames. In the 

Wernecker Brewery example, the family perceived pivoting or selling their business as increasing 

or introducing new tensions due to the adverse effect on company tradition and legacy. 

Overall, we hope that our writing serves as the basis for a movement towards research on the 

interactions of paradox on multiple levels and the implications on managing tensions based on 

different conceptualizations of and factors influencing agency. 

 

 

Constructing possibilities: Cultural entrepreneurship and paradox in times of COVID-19 

 
Andrea Tunarosa 

 
A New York Times article from May 2020 asked whether a pandemic was the right time to be 

entrepreneurial (Haimerl, 2020). The article asserted that, although at a slower rate than pre- 

COVID-19, new businesses were emerging “despite the pandemic” (emphasis added). However, 

in recent years, scholars interested in cultural entrepreneurship, or “the processes by which actors 

draw upon cultural resources (e.g., discourse, language, categories, logics, and other symbolic 

elements) to advance entrepreneurship or to facilitate organizational or institutional innovation” 

(Lounsbury & Glynn, 2019: 3), have shown that entrepreneurs do not act in a vacuum. What they 

imagine and consider worth pursuing at any given time is intimately related to the social context 

in which they are embedded (Seelos, Mair, Battilana, & Dacin, 2011). Certainly, in the COVID- 

19 era, entrepreneurs are forced to operate under dramatically different -- sometimes threatening - 

- circumstances and amidst a number of environmental forces that are, at once, contradictory, 
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persistent, and interdependent (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Should one prioritize profit or safety? Time- 

to-market or ethics? Compliance with healthcare guidelines or consumer demands? Dealing with 

such paradoxical tensions has especially complicated the early stages of entrepreneurship, where 

theorizing novel ideas or practices (Strang & Meyer, 1993) now requires envisioning a future that 

seems improbable at best. How, then, are actors constructing new entrepreneurial possibilities, or 

“opportunities to engage in entrepreneurial action” (Lounsbury & Glynn, 2019: 37), when 

environmental demands keep pulling them in completely different directions? 

A key concept for understanding the construction of entrepreneurial possibilities is that of a 

“cultural hole” (Lizardo, 2014; Pachucki & Breiger, 2010). Cultural sociologists introduced this 

concept as a complement to the more predominant notion of “structural holes” in social networks 

(Burt, 2004), and defined cultural holes as “contingencies of meaning, practice, and discourse” 

(Pachucki & Breiger, 2010: 206), which exist “not between other persons but between cultural 

worlds” (Lizardo, 2014: 395). Healthcare and business, for instance, comprise two distinct cultural 

worlds characterized by different sets of shared meanings, practices and discourse. In the absence 

of a pandemic, entrepreneurs may purposefully situate themselves within cultural holes and 

selectively use elements from opposing world to develop novel concepts and practices. Examples 

of such cultural processes can be found in the creation of a market for cultural craft goods (Khaire, 

2019) and the elevation of grappa to a high-status liquor (Delmestri & Greenwood, 2016), to name 

a few. 

However, crises may alter the symbolic boundaries that separate cultural worlds, and either silence 

or intensify tensions. For entrepreneurs, an unprecedented crisis, like the COVID-19 pandemic, 

may suddenly impose divergent and pressing courses of action that make latent tensions more 

salient (Hahn & Knight, 2019). In such cases, differences appear irreconcilable, and 
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interdependence—a central element that unleashes the generative power of paradox (Lüscher & 

Lewis, 2008; Smith, 2014)—becomes difficult to materialize. Nonetheless, recent examples of the 

current pandemic also suggest that stark conflict does not preclude cultural holes from becoming 

more than just symbolic spaces of opposition. Cultural holes may actually constitute the space 

where actors creatively engage with opposite worlds and experiment with cultural resources to 

build interrelations where there were none (Putnam, Fairhurst, & Banghart, 2016). In doing so, 

actors may be able to define novel opportunities for entrepreneurial action (Lounsbury & Glynn, 

2019) and thus make the impossible, possible. 

One such example comes from the U.S. sports realm. In March 2020, the National Basketball 

Association (NBA) abruptly terminated the season after a professional player tested positive for 

COVID-19 (Stein, Deb, Cacciola, & Draper, 2020). With no games airing on TV and a threatening 

virus at its doorstep, the pressing demands of financial performance and public safety came to a 

clash. Assembling an institutional innovation that could allow for an indoor, high-contact sport to 

resume in a timely fashion seemed impossible. 

And yet, from the get-go, the NBA refrained from favoring just one side and adopting an either/or 

mindset (Miron-Spektor, Ingram, Keller, Smith, & Lewis, 2018). In fact, the NBA commissioner 

“dismissed the praise” he received for prioritizing public safety and, instead, engaged in a both/and 

discourse: “‘I’m not proud of shutting down’ […] ‘I would be proud of finding a path that was safe 

and as risk-free as possible for us to play. I think that would be much more of an accomplishment 

than shutting down the league’” (Stein & Barnes, 2020). Over the next four months, NBA 

representatives began to theorize possibilities that would create interdependencies between 

business and public health. Building on the experiences of other sports leagues, the NBA 

experimented with the idea of resuming the season in a single location (rather than in the teams’ 
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home cities) and with all the players in isolation, while securing massive COVID-19 testing and 

enforcing strict rules of engagement. Phrases like, “data not the date” (Stein & Barnes, 2020) and 

“[it’s] never ‘full steam no matter what’” (Gregory, 2020) set the tone for a both/and approach to 

any decision associated with an operational reboot. In addition, the NBA developed partnerships 

with companies like Disney and ESPN, and with scientists, doctors, and health experts to address 

the specific challenges of business and public health respectively. The NBA emphasized the 

interdependence of these two worlds by framing the cultural significance of a both/and solution as 

extending beyond the game itself. In public discourse, the commissioner described the NBA’s 

efforts as enabling the players to further the social justice movement. He also referred to sports as 

being “part of society” and, therefore, he asserted that any institutional innovation could, in fact, 

become “a model for other industries and a model for the broader society” (Gregory, 2020). On 

July 30, “the most extraordinary experiment in league history” (Stein, 2020) formally launched, 

with fan-less games rebooting inside an isolated camp-like site known as “the bubble.” Here, 22 

teams undergo COVID-19 testing on a daily basis, and players adhere to an unprecedented list of 

rules that maximize safety. 

This example evidences the importance of cultural holes in constructing entrepreneurial 

possibilities and the central role of cultural entrepreneurs in experimenting with and building 

symbolic connections across opposite paradoxical worlds (Seo, Putnam, & Bartunek, 2004). In the 

context of a pandemic, cultural holes may operate as sites of invention and paradoxical creativity 

(Miron-Spektor, Gino, & Argote, 2011) and, therefore, resemble Putnam and colleagues’ (2016: 

129) notion of a “third space,” whereby actors engage paradox through mutual learning and 

collaborative dialogue to derive “energy from tensions.” But unlike third spaces, the concept of a 

cultural hole brings meaning to the fore. By pointing to the absence of relations and shared 
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meanings across cultural worlds, cultural holes cast a light on the role played by the broader socio- 

cultural context in which competing demands arise (Smith & Tracey, 2016). Cultural holes also 

pinpoint the importance of creating meaningful linkages across opposing realms. Cultural 

resources (e.g., forms of discourse, values, etc.) must resonate with relevant audiences and be 

perceived as legitimate. The NBA, for instance, linked the disparate worlds of business and health 

by framing the connection in social (e.g., contributing to society) rather than just economic terms 

(e.g. avoiding massive financial losses). This cultural perspective thus highlights how 

entrepreneurial possibilities are constructed in between specific cultural worlds, using available 

cultural resources, and through situated efforts to connect paradoxical demands. 

In addition, weaving interdependencies required more than cognitively making sense of a paradox 

(Lüscher & Lewis, 2008); it entailed tentative, progressive movements towards a feasible, both/and 

idea. This emphasis on experimentation (Pradies, Tunarosa, Lewis, & Courtois, 2020) reminds us 

that paradoxes, rather than static entities, are ever-changing and dynamic. Hence, while a 

paradoxical mindset may be a critical way of thinking during a crisis, achieving interdependence 

across opposing elements may be a process that is inextricably bound to the specificities of space 

and time. In the realm of professional sports, for example, a prolonged pandemic may eventually 

render “bubbles” as ineffective ways to bridge the cultural hole between business and public 

health. Isolation, for instance, may create other health issues and result in pressing demands that 

will, once again, require creative engagement to outline new possibilities. The mere passing of 

time may prompt actors to re-interpret past experiences (Weick, 1995) and thus seek to assemble 

new possibilities. From this temporal perspective, interdependence becomes an ongoing 

accomplishment (Feldman, 2000; Weick, 1995) that requires continuous attention and symbolic 

action. Entrepreneurs may eventually re-interpret their experience of COVID-19-related tensions 



33 

 

 

and weave new forms of interdependence using the cultural resources available then (Schultz & 

Hernes, 2013). Undoubtedly, if and when new entrepreneurial possibilities emerge, it will not be 

despite COVID-19, but because of it. 
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