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ABSTRACT

These two companion studies theoretically and empirically examine managers’ use of
different cognitive frames in decision-making related to corporate sustainability. Study I is a
theoretical undertaking aimed at highlighting potential zones of investigation arising from the
introduction of paradox theory into managerial accounting. First, I examine extant literature on
paradoxes to garner an understanding of its evolution and application in the management and
psychology domains. Second, I use current constructs and typologies to identify multiple
sustainability and managerial accounting tensions as paradoxical. Third, I make
recommendations on how to apply paradox theory more effectively to the corporate
sustainability tensions I identified. I conclude the first paper with research questions pertaining to
managerial accounting in corporate sustainability.

Study II is a behavioral experiment. In this study I examine the effects of business case
and paradoxical case cognition on managers and seek to uncover which organizational
performance measures better support each cognition. Scholars suggest that the tensions in
corporate sustainability arise from the complicated and interdependent relationship among its
dimensions. and oftentimes progress towards any single dimension, might have unintended
consequences on the other dimensions Hence, the empirical question becomes, amid such
tensions, how do managers make decisions that are not solely driven by the financial dimension
of corporate sustainability? Applying paradox theory, with its emphasis on acknowledging and
working through tensions, holds the potential to elucidate how managers can further explore the
tensions inherent in management accounting and sustainability. Study II results show that
managers operating in a paradoxical case cognition with broad performance measures made

more sustainable decisions relative to their counterparts operating in a business case cognition

il



with narrow performance measures. Together these companion studies generally support the use
of paradox theory in studying sustainability decision-making and its use in moving beyond short-

term economically focused organizational processes.
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INTRODUCTION

Driven in part by stakeholder demands, corporate sustainability has become a buzzword
in contemporary management practice and management studies. Organizational leaders identify
corporate sustainability as not only an urgent business imperative, but also as one of “the most
urgent” and “complex challenges” that their organizations and society face (Unerman &
Chapman, 2014, p. 385). Arguably the multidimensionality, interrelatedness and potential
contradictions among the dimensions of the corporate sustainability concept, and the dominant
business case framing all contribute to the challenges that contemporary managers face in
satisfying stakeholder demands to integrate sustainability into management practices and
operations.

Like sustainability, paradox theory has recently gained some traction in management
research. The tenets of paradox theory revolve around salient interdependent tensions with
contradictions that persist across time. Therefore, in this dissertation, I bring together these two
concepts; that is, I present paradox theory as an alternative to the business case framing that
currently permeates organizational decisions theoretically and empirically.

I accomplish this task in two studies: a theoretical paper and an empirical study. I first
develop a shared understanding of paradox theory and its applicability to the concept of
corporate sustainability in the accounting domain. Then, I conduct an experiment that applies
paradox theory to a supplier selection task.

The theoretical paper synthesizes the existing literature on paradox theory and then
interrogate the concept of corporate sustainability via paradoxical lens to identify corporate
sustainability paradoxes and uncover a potentially new paradox-corporate sustainability temporal

paradox. In this first paper, I also include research questions that can further tests these newly



identified paradoxes. In sum this paper argues that paradox theory and its focus on tensions and
potential conflicts, allows us to research corporate sustainability more holistically. That is,
paradox theory provides a sufficiently broad scope for us to examine the multidimensional,
interconnected and potentially tension-filled and conflicting construct of corporate sustainability.

Managerial cognition and organizational factors in sustainability decisions are important,
yet, both are under theorized in accounting and sustainability research (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012).
Therefore, in paper II, I employ paradox theory and management control system contextual
factors together, to address the following research questions: “What effect do business case and
paradoxical thinking have on the sustainability-related decisions of corporate managers?”’ and 2)
“What qualities of performance measurement systems facilitate paradoxical thinking, and, in turn
extent to the selection of a more sustainable supplier?”’

The results study II reveal that on average, managers operating in the paradoxical
cognitive frame and operating under broad performance goals made more sustainable decisions.
As predicted, cognitive frame and performance measurement focus have an interactive effect on
the purchasing managers’ decisions about how much of a company’s supply contract to award a
sustainable supplier. Specifically, when the managers are operating under the paradoxical
cognitive frame and broad performance measurement goals, they awarded the sustainable
supplier a higher proportion of available contracts (i.e., they made a more sustainable
recommendation) compared to those managers operating under the business case cognition and
narrow performance measurement goals.

Taken together, these two studies generally support the use of paradox theory in studying

sustainability decision-making. Applying paradox theory to corporate sustainability holds the



potential to help move researchers and practitioners beyond short-term economically focused

organizational processes and outcomes.



STUDY ONE: PARADOX THEORY: SYNTHESIS AND RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES

IN MANAGERIAL ACCOUNTING

Introduction

Paradox theory is a fairly well-established theory in management studies, but this is not
the case in accounting. The goal of this paper is to review paradox theory and demonstrate its
potential usefulness in the study of accounting and corporate sustainability. Contemporary
organizational leaders are now accepting that sustainability is one of “the most urgent and
complex challenges facing their organizations and society more broadly” (Unerman & Chapman,
2014, p. 385). This realization has directed some organizational leaders to turn to management
accounting scholars and professionals to “help identify and manage these sustainability-related”
challenges (Unerman & Chapman, 2014, p. 385). One conceivable way to adequately assist
organizations and society could be for accounting professionals to develop processes that can
more accurately capture the multiple dimensions of sustainability and for scholars to conduct
impactful theory-driven accounting research in the area of sustainability. Yet, to date the
professional debate concerning how to capture and report sustainability is ongoing; and, research
in management accounting and sustainability remains under-theorized (Brown & Dillard, 2015;
Soderstrom, Soderstrom, & Stewart, 2017; Unerman & Chapman, 2014).

An examination of Soderstrom et. al’s (2017) review of scholarly work at the intersection
of corporate sustainability and management accounting reveals the absence of paradox theory in
this field. I bridge this gap in literature by proposing a paradox theory lens for researchers and

organizational actors wishing to pursue corporate sustainability. Sustainability?, defined as the

! The definitions of sustainability and corporate sustainability remain a contested domain. However, in this project,
| tend to rely on definitions of both that have a degree of convergence around the Brundtland (1987) commission
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ability of companies to “meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability for
future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987, p. 16) is a multidimensional
phenomenon. The three most accepted? dimensions are economic, social, and environmental
(Elkington, 1994), and these dimensions are interrelated and potentially tenuous because each
dimension requires resources and attention.

The demand for sustainability can create tension and tension is the building block of
paradoxes. Broadly conceived, tensions are the push-pull forces that result from opposing
demands or sources of contradictions. These forces usually arise from complex and ambiguous
systems (Lewis, 2000; Lewis, Andriopoulos, & Smith, 2014; Smith & Lewis, 2011). Tensions
become paradoxical when the tenuous forces exist together, are interrelated and persistent across
time (Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011) as is the case with corporate sustainability.

Therefore, the paradoxical lens provide an understanding of the tensions and paradoxes
related to developing and implementing sustainability more successfully into organizational
structures and operations. The insights drawn from paradox theory also provide fundamental
guidelines for how managers can productively work through tensions and aid in the development
of viable sustainability-oriented organizations. I acknowledge that there are other theoretical
approaches that focus on contradictions and potential tensions between competing elements.
However, the paradoxical approach differs from some of those other theoretical approaches
primarily through its focus on both the contradictory and interrelated aspects of tensions, and in
its proposed approach to “accept” rather than resolve tensions. For instance, institutional logics

and it’s closely related theory, institutional complexity, primarily “focus on logic

report. For example Dyllick and Hockerts (2002) define corporate sustainability as ““meeting the needs of a
corporation’s current direct and indirect stakeholders without compromising its ability to meet the needs of future
stakeholders as well’’(2002, p. 131).

2 pencle, N., & M3laescu, |. (2016) identified more than three distinct categories in CSR.
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incompatibilities”, but not interdependence, and then “explore the possible approaches to
minimize these conflicts” rather than accept them (Smith & Tracey, 2016, p. 458). On the other
hand, while “dialectics emphasize contradictory and interrelated elements” that theory focusses
on resolution, as the synthesis is formed (Smith & Tracey, 2016).

In focusing on paradox theory, I present a theoretically different starting point for
accounting researchers and practitioners working in corporate sustainability. This starting point
is based on the premise that the social and environmental dimensions of corporate sustainability
deserve attention, regardless of the repercussions for profitability or corporate tensions. This
project proposes that a framework of paradoxical cognition can help corporate managers
recognize and deal with the complexities of corporate sustainability and its inherent tensions and
bring new research insights into the field.

Paradox theory, with its focus on tension and potential conflict, accounts for the
multidimensional, interconnected, potentially tension-filled, and conflicting environmental,
financial, and social dimensions of corporate sustainability. By advocating for the use of paradox
theory in corporate sustainability solutions, I honor Brown’s call “for approaches that recognize
the plurality [of]... contradictions, tensions and conflicts inherent” in the concept of
sustainability (2009, p. 314). I also accommodate Unerman and Chapman’s (2014) request for a
“more sophisticated use of theory” to help us advance our understanding in this field (p.387).

Finally, drawing on the burgeoning paradox theory research outside of accounting, this
research poses specific accounting-related research questions that can be used to advance our
understanding of the nuances of corporate sustainability. Broadly conceived, these questions

relate to the following inquiry: “In the area of corporate sustainability, what are some of the key



organizational, group, or individual conditions in which the intended benefits of paradoxical
cognition may be achieved?”

A key insight from my review and analysis is that paradoxical cognition can aide
managers to value the pursuit of corporate sustainability beyond its instrumental link to
economic goals. Furthermore, my analysis also shows that accounting researchers interested in
sustainability can use this theoretical approach to simultaneously widen the scope and sharpen
the focus of topics researched under the corporate sustainability umbrella (Brown & Dillard,
2015; Lewis & Smith, 2014). The paradox theory will allow researchers to explore nuances
related to the inherent tensions, interconnectedness, and temporal conflicts present in the
simultaneous pursuit of environmental, social and financial sustainability. In sum, paradox
theory holds the potential to help managers and researchers to practice and explore corporate
sustainability issues in fundamentally different ways.

The remainder of the paper is organized into four sections. Section two, delves deeper
into paradox theory; identifies types of paradoxes; provides an overview of the documented
defensive and active responses to paradoxes and closes with a discussion on “Vicious and
Virtuous Cycles”. In section three I apply paradox theory and its related constructs to identify
paradoxical tensions in the study and practice of management accounting and corporate
sustainability and I also highlight some typical responses to each type of paradox identified. I
dedicate sections four and five to developing an alternative approach to responding to each type
of paradox identified and proposing a research agenda. The final section offers concluding

remarks.



Literature Review

Paradox theory has its roots outside of the business domain, especially in philosophy and
psychology, and the concept of paradox can be traced back to ancient cultures. Therefore, to
accomplish my research objective of introducing management accountants to this theory I
conduct a literature review. In this review, I aim to develop a shared understanding of paradox
theory by discussing its foundation, evolution, and typical responses. First, in the subsection
entitled “paradox theory” I outline the theory and some of the underlining assumptions that have
shaped the psychology and management literature to date. Second, I discuss the types of
paradoxes that present themselves at the macro-, meso-, and micro- levels of organizations. The
third subsection provides an overview of the documented defensive and active responses to
paradoxes. That section also provides a theoretical foundation on which to introduce the
managerial accounting and sustainability literatures to the vicious and virtuous response cycles.
Finally, under the “vicious and virtuous cycles” heading, I outline in detail the embedded
negative and positive effects of using the defensive versus the active responses to paradoxical

tensions.

Paradox Theory: Meaning and Evolution

The concept of paradox can be traced back to ancient cultures. Foundational paradox
tenets are rooted in both Eastern and Western philosophies; these ancient roots inform how
management and business scholars have come to theorize paradoxes (Schad, Lewis, Raisch, &
Smith, 2016). The Taoist “yin yang” symbol, which is derived from Eastern societies, is the most
common or commercialized depiction of a paradox. Eastern cultures view paradoxes as lenses
through which the world may be viewed. Such lenses highlight the existence of opposites in

physical and constructed worlds: light/dark, feminine/masculine, death/life (Chen, 2002; Peng &



Nisbett, 1999). These teachings suggest that an individual may experience tensions when placed
in seemingly opposing situations, and that these situations and their associated tensions hinder
individuals from fully grasping and understanding the “underlying wholeness” of existing
situations (Schad et al., 2016, p. 8). Stated differently, the experience of tensions may obscure
the interconnectedness of events or situations. In sum, the above scholars suggest that Eastern
cultures tend to emphasize embracing and transcending tensions arising from opposites as
opposed to resolving them. This idea of embracing paradoxes through paradoxical cognition is
later explored in more detail.

In Western societies, the understanding of paradox is derived primarily from Greek
philosophy; the word is rooted in the Greek terms para (contrary to) and doxa (opinion) (Schad
et al., 2016). As with Eastern understandings, Western philosophy depicts paradoxes as
contradictory yet interrelated, but tends to place more emphasis on the idea of using such
contradictions to uncover “truths” (Schad et al., 2016, p. 8). Western philosophers also have a
deep interest in the rhetorical paradoxes, which focus on language. A common rhetorical
paradox is the liar’s paradox. Unlike Eastern philosophers, Westerners’ general approach to
meaning is to “search for truth within contradiction” (Schad et al., 2016, p. 9) and thereby
resolve or solve, as opposed to embrace, paradox (Schad et al., 2016; Sorensen, 2003).

A hybrid of both Eastern and Western philosophical approaches to paradoxes was
adopted by dialectical and existential philosophers (Schad et al., 2016, p. 8). For example,
Hegel, a well-known dialectic scholar, suggested that there are natural conflicts between thesis
and antithesis, yet subscribed to the idea of searching for a synthesis. This synthesis then
becomes the new thesis which eventually attracts is own antithesis. According to Hegel, this

process of thesis-antithesis-synthesis keeps replicating itself as human beings search for



“greater truths” (Clegg, Cunha, & Cunha, 2002; Schad et al., 2016). Kierkegaard (1954), the
father of existentialism, posited that there is a contradiction between the “finite (personal and
social norms or restrictions), and the infinite (exploration and uncertainty)” (Schad et al., 2016,
p. 9). Human rationality prevents the discovery of greater meaning by prioritizing the former
(finite), embedding the finite within formal structures to protect the mind from fear of the
infinite. However, Kierkegaard (1954) further suggested that this process only serves to create
more awareness of the infinite (Schneider, 1990). In summary, modern philosophers have
acknowledged the existence of contradictory elements at play within any search for truth and
have either embraced its solvable nature (dialectic scholars) or warned against the detriments of
pursuing solutions (existential scholars).

Contemporary paradox theory is rooted in philosophy and psychology but also has been
applied to business domains. Contemporary management scholars have adopted various
positions in the definition of paradox. Most of these perspectives have been influenced by the
works of the management scholars who preceded them. One of the earlier scholars, Cameron
(1986), defined a paradox as consisting of “contradictory, mutually exclusive elements that are
present and operate at the same time” (p. 545). Noteworthy is the reference to the mutually
exclusive nature of paradoxes. Poole and Van de Ven (1989) described paradoxes from a more
theoretical perspective, referring to them as “interesting tensions, oppositions, and
contradictions between theories which create conceptual difficulties” (p. 564). Other scholars in
management defined paradoxes as contradictions but provided specificity as to where the
contradictions can be found within organizational practices (e.g., Eisenhardt & Westcott, 1988),
explicit statements (e.g., Murnighan & Conlon, 1991), or human emotions (e.g., Vince &

Broussine, 1996).
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More recently, prominent management scholars Smith and Lewis (2011) departed from -
their fellow scholars and defined a paradox more broadly as “contradictory yet interrelated
elements that exist simultaneously and persist over time” (p. 382). This definition has gained
traction as the work of these academics and their colleagues continue to advance the use of
paradoxes in management research. Similarly, Schad et al. (2106) defined a paradox as a
“persistent contradiction between interdependent elements” (p. 10). These definitions embrace
both Eastern and Western philosophies on the contradictory and persistent nature of paradoxes.
While Cameron (1986) conceptualized paradoxes as mutually exclusive, Smith and Lewis
(2011) as well as Schad et al. (2016) suggested that paradoxes are interrelated and exist
together. Poole and Van de Ven’s (1989) definition of paradoxes appeared to be silent on the
issue. My research aligns with the scholarly works of Smith and Lewis (2011) as well as Schad
et al. (2016). Notably missing from the definitions above are ideas about how to deal with
paradoxes. Once a paradox has been identified and defined, how practitioners and scholars
approach the paradox tends to differ. Once I have defined the types of paradoxes, a subsequent
section entitled “Responses to Paradoxes” elaborates on the most common approaches to

resolving or embracing paradoxes.

Types of Paradoxes

Extant literature provides four major categories of paradoxes: organizing, performing,
belonging and learning as outlined in Table 1. I will now look at each of these paradoxes and
discuss key studies that provide a deeper understanding of paradox theory.

The paradox of organizing, as identified by Lewis (2000), highlights the need for both
stability and change at the organizational level. Organizations may be considered "social spaces

continuously torn by members in multiple and contradictory directions" (Bouchikhi, 1998, p.
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224). This definition of an organization lends itself to the core principles of the organizing
paradox, as it highlights the idea of an organization being comprised of multiple, possibly
contradictory parts that are still a part of the whole. That is, within an organization, each part
needs to function not only as its own sub-unit but also as a part of the greater organizational
structure. The paradoxical tensions resulting from this process of organizing have been labeled
differentiation and integration (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967). Other organizing paradoxical
tensions include empowerment and control (Clegg et al., 2002; Liischer & Lewis, 2008; Smith
& Lewis, 2011) and exploration and exploitation (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009; Smith &
Tushman, 2005). Lewis (2000) recommended that “using the paradox framework, in future
studies researchers can explore organizing as an ongoing process of equilibrating opposing
forces and detail its tensions, cyclical dynamics, and management” (p. 769).

Performing paradoxes surface primarily at the micro-level as individuals are called upon to
perform multiple and often inconsistent roles to fulfill their obligations to an organization
(Jarzabkowski, Lé, & Van de Ven, 2013; Liischer & Lewis, 2008). Jarzabkowski et al. (2013)
suggested that individuals not only experience paradoxical tension as they try to respond to
conflicting demands present in their own roles, but they also experience struggles in responding
to “conflicting demands arising from the roles of others with whom they share joint tasks”
(p.247). Multifaceted organizational goals and differentiated structural units are two of the major
factors theorized to give rise to performing paradoxes (Denis, Langley, & Rouleau, 2007;
Jarzabkowski & Fenton, 2006; Smith & Lewis, 2011). In their qualitative study of the Lego
company during an intense period of organizational change, Liischer and Lewis (2008) found
that performing paradoxes manifested as the “managers’ roles morphed, blurred, and multiplied”

(p. 230). The managers in that study were faced with being in charge of newly formed self-
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maintained teams and struggled with how they could “be in charge and let others make the
decisions” as well as how they could “focus on building ... teams, when there is such intense
pressure to increase production”(Liischer & Lewis, 2008, p. 230).

Lewis (2000) and Smith and Berg (1987) are credited with early work on the belonging
paradox. These scholars, along with Liischer and Lewis (2008) characterized belonging
paradoxes as tensions between oneself and others, especially others within one’s immediate
referent group. The belonging paradox usually happens at the meso-level and specifically
involves tensions between the individual’s values and beliefs and those of people in their
referent group and the wider organization (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Lewis, 2000; Liischer &
Lewis, 2008). Lewis (2000) defines the belonging paradox simply as the “tenuous and often
seemingly absurd nature of membership” (p. 769).

The fourth major type of paradox is the paradox of learning. According to Lewis (2000)
the learning paradox revolves “around processes of sensemaking, innovation, and transformation
that reveal interwoven tensions between old and new. Furthermore, Lewis (2000) and Smith and
Lewis (2011) argued that the learning paradox arises from tensions that occur when past
structures are simultaneously built upon and torn down in order to advance learning.
Jarzabkowski et al. (2013) posited that the true learning paradox is more than switching between
old and new forms of knowledge and learning; it “involves an innate tension between specific
modes of knowing and knowledge acquisition” (p. 248). The learning paradox is a “multilevel
construct” that presents itself at macro-, meso-, and micro- levels of organizations (Jarzabkowski

etal., 2013, p.248).
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Responses to Paradoxes

Salient paradoxical tensions require a response since at their core, paradoxical tensions
are interrelated, persistent and competing demands for resources (Smith & Lewis, 2011). In
fact, Putnam, Fairhurst, and Banghart (2016) suggest that it is the salient paradoxical tensions
that organizational actors “see, feel, cognitively process, and even communicate about as they
experience them” (2016, p. 68). Once paradoxical tensions surface or materialize at some level,
whether at the organizational (macro), group (meso), or individual (micro) level, such tensions
necessitate a response because of their potentially disruptive nature (Lewis, 2000; Smith &
Lewis, 2011). Therefore, the responses to paradoxes may also arise at the macro-, meso-, and
micro-levels.

Scholars have categorized responses to paradoxes into defensive and active responses
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011). As depicted in Table 2, the
typical responses to paradoxes are categorized based on the organizational actors’ level of
engagement or avoidance of the underlining tensions inherent in the paradox. That is, the level
of tension avoidance creates the delineating line along which scholars categorize typical
responses to paradoxes. See Table 2 for a list of the most commonly documented responses to
paradoxes found in management and psychology literatures.

Defensive responses may be viewed as quick fixes that provide relatively short-term
relief from paradoxical tensions, but do not necessarily provide a way to “work within or
understand paradox” (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013, p. 249). Documented examples of defensive
responses to paradoxes include splitting (Lewis, 2000; Poole & Van de Ven, 1989); regression
and repression (Kraatz & Block, 2008; Lewis, 2000); projection, reaction formation, and

ambivalence (Lewis, 2000).
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Splitting entails separating or compartmentalizing paradoxical elements to prevent
interaction which may then cause tensions to arise (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009). Within an
organization, splitting may be structural: it may be accomplished by separating divisions or
hierarchical levels. Splitting can also be of a temporal nature, with different paradoxical goals
being prioritized at different points in time (Tushman & Romanelli, 1985; Poole & Van de Ven,
1989). In some streams of management literature, the splitting approach is aligned with
contingency theory (Lewis & Smith, 2014).

Rosenbloom and Christensen (1994) illustrated splitting exploration-exploitation
tensions by location. Tushman and Romanelli (1985) documented cases where these tensions
were resolved by structural and temporal separation. The authors propose a punctuated
equilibrium that focuses primarily on one tension, either stability or change, at a time. In a more
recent work, the managers in Jarzabkowski et. al's (2013) case study exemplified the splitting
response more spatially by compartmentalizing the paradoxical tensions present during the
company’s period of restructuring. The telecommunications company managers who
Jarzabkowski and colleagues studied employed splitting by “interpreting goals as separate,
establishing independent divisional identities, working within divisional boundaries toward own
goals, and developing separate procedures for each division” (p. 256). The various forms of
splitting separate paradoxical forces and aim to prevent potential interaction among these
elements, and, that process according to Jarzabkowski et al. (2013) makes the splitting response
the “least conflictual” (p. 248) of all the defensive responses.

On the other end of the spectrum, reaction formation is the “most conflictual” defensive
response to paradoxes (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013, p. 249). Responses of this nature seek

extreme alignment with one side of the paradox. Such alignment may result in opposition to the
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other side and extreme polarization of issues (Lewis, 2000, Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). The
reaction formation response usually occurs when managers are unwilling to compromise
(Liischer & Lewis, 2008; Smith & Berg, 1987). The lack of compromise may result in spiraling
conflict and vicious cycles (Bateson, 1972; Smith & Lewis, 2011; Werner & Baxter, 1994).
Sundaramurthy and Lewis (2003) offered an example of reaction formation in their examination
of push-pull tensions present between collaboration and control in organizational governance.
The authors propose that boards and executive teams that choose to align with collaboration
were willing to “exert energy defending their current course of action, thereby suppressing the
need for greater monitoring, discipline, and control” (Sundaramurthy & Lewis, 2003, p. 403).
The ambivalence response entails a degree of compromise by using "lukewarm"
responses that “lose the vitality of extremes” involved in the paradox (Lewis, 2000, p. 763).
According to Larson and Tompkins (2005) the managers they studied at JAR Technologies, an
aerospace company, expressed high levels of ambivalence during the company’s period of
repositioning. At the time of the authors’ study, JAR Technologies was moving away from a
technical culture to a more cost/schedule culture. The managers, who were primarily engineers,
responded to the belonging tensions triggered at the macro-level by “subtly undermin[ing] their
own change efforts” in their conversations with subordinates (p.11). Murnighan and Conlon
(1991) used observation and the explicit statements of British string quartets to provide us with
another example of the ambivalence response to paradoxical tensions experienced at the meso-
level among members of the group. Murnighan and Conlon (1991) noticed that when tensions
would arise during rehearsals some band members would quickly agree to weak compromises

that they later revealed they did not embrace. However, such ambivalence helped to temporarily
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mute the tensions. Each example demonstrates an ambivalent reaction aimed at avoiding the
immediate feelings of tensions.

The projection response to paradoxical tensions is defined as the “the transfer of
conflicting attributes or feelings, often onto a scapegoat or repository of bad feelings” (Lewis,
2000, p. 763). Studies in management document projection both at the meso- and micro-levels of
the organization. For example, during their ethnographic work, Ashforth and Reingen (2014)
documented a combination of separation and projection responses to paradoxical tensions
present at the meso-level of a natural food co-operative that espoused both idealistic co-operative
and pragmatic financial goals. Ashforth and Reingen (2014) evaluate the organization as a hybrid
attempting to find their optimal combination of cooperative process and capitalist production.
According to the researchers, the members of the co-op split their inter and intra group tensions
along the fault lines provided by the institution’s guiding documents: idealistic vs. pragmatist.
Then, the members projected the undesirable part of the ongoing tension onto their fellow co-
operative members, often during disagreements regarding policies and practices. Similarly, the
less successful quartets musicians in Murnighan and Conlon's (1991) study also projected their
own frustrations onto other quartet members via personal attacks on other band members.
Murnighan and Conlon (1991) also categorize the less successful band members’ blaming of
more successful band members, for poor performance, as a form of projection. These examples
demonstrate that when paradoxical tensions exist, the blaming action transfers the frustrations of
one member to another member without addressing the tensions and is thus considered
projection.

The repression response involves ignoring, blocking, or denying the tensions that give

rise to the paradox (Lewis, 2000; Putnam et al., 2016). The regression response involves
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“resorting to understandings or actions that have provided security in the past” (Lewis, 2000, p.
763). According to Klein (1994), managers who were a part of the Total Quality Management
(TQM) movement responded with repression during the implementation of the system. Klein
(1994) suggested that TQM produced tensions between commitment and control because of the
ways it combined participatory management practices with the standardization of work
procedures. However, the managers chose to only focus on the empowering control benefits of
the system. Therefore, the managers in Klein’s (1994) study exemplified the repression
response to paradox by downplaying the tensions between employee commitment and
autonomy while emphasizing the employee empowerment benefits of the TQM system.

In general, defensive responses to paradoxes employ some method of avoidance. These
responses provide a “false appearance of order” (Lewis, 2000, p. 763) that help individuals cope
with paradoxes and avoid potentially tenuous situations. However, since defensive responses do
not address the underlying tensions associated with the specific paradoxes, the paradoxical
tensions will tend to resurface when these avoidance options are undertaken. Lewis (2000)
cautioned that defensive strategies could limit individual learning and potentially lead to
“organizational paralysis or decline at worst” (p. 766) since such responses can mask the
individual’s recognition of potentially obsolete skills and routines.

Juxtaposed to the defensive responses are active responses. Table 2 provides a list of the
most common active responses. This category of responses includes acceptance, confrontation,
and transcendence (Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011). Active responses are posited to
recognize paradoxical tensions and then go beyond quick fixes and generally seek to address the

underlying paradoxical tensions. Lewis (2000) and Smith and Lewis (2011) suggest that these
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active responses may be used in insolation or in combination at various levels within an
organization.

As a possible starting point for all active responses (Smith & Lewis, 2011), acceptance
entails acknowledging and “learning to live with [the] paradox” (Lewis, 2000, p. 764). Poole
and Van de Ven (1989) as well as Sundaramurthy and Lewis (2003) viewed acceptance as an
attempt to balance paradoxical elements. The acceptance response requires that individuals
consciously find ways to balance the paradoxical elements. For example, the quartet musicians
in Murnighan and Conlon's (1991) study recognized the tensions present in their simultaneous
desire for personal and group leadership, but chose to “play through” those tensions. In another
example, the managers Luscher and Lewis (2008) studied were experiencing multiple
inconsistent signals related to organizational processes and practices as the Lego Company
undertook restructuring efforts. Yet, according to Luscher and Lewis (2008) those managers and
the productions teams they lead decided to accept “inconsistencies, conflict, and ambiguity as
natural working conditions” (p.234). As an active response, acceptance lays the foundation for
other responses by acknowledging the existence of paradoxical tensions.

The confrontation response involves “directly addressing and working through the
sources of tension” (Jarzabkowski, L&, & Van de Ven, 2013, p. 249); Engestrom and Sannino
(2011), Lewis (2000), Lindblom (1965), Liischer and Lewis (2008), and Poole and Van de Ven
(1989) all view confrontation as the most direct approach: it tackles paradoxical elements head-
on by addressing and attacking the source of the paradox. A classic example of confronting
paradoxical tensions was exhibited by the participants in Lusher and Lewis’ (2008) study. The
researchers acted as facilitators and allowed the managers and their subordinates to openly

discuss the tensions they were experiencing. As an active response, confrontation seeks to
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manage paradoxes “via open communication in order to achieve acceptance” (Jarzabkowski, L¢,
& Van de Ven, 2013, p. 254)

The final active response, transcendence, involves accepting paradoxical tensions as
interrelated and persistent (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009; Liischer & Lewis, 2008; Smith &
Lewis, 2011). Jarzabkowski et al. (2013) defined this active response as a higher order response
that can be accomplished by reframing the paradox (Seo et al., 2004; Werner & Baxter, 1994);
encouraging pluralistic views as equally valid (Kraatz & Block, 2008; Miron-Spektor et al.,
2011); or by employing paradoxical leadership and thinking (Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis,
2011; Smith & Tushman, 2005; Sundaramurthy & Lewis, 2003). Stated differently,
transcendence entails dramatic changes in logic and behaviors with the objective of constructing
a more “complicated repertoire of understandings” related to paradoxical tensions. That is, an
understanding that enables an “accommodating perception of opposites” and ultimately
internalizes the view that paradoxical tensions are “complementary and interwoven” (Lewis,
2000, p. 764).

Abdallah et al. (2011) cautioned against becoming complacent or harboring false hope
concerning the permanence of results from active approaches to paradoxes; by their definition
and nature, paradoxes are fundamental to humans and organizations, and thus require
continuous attention. Similarly, caution can also be exercised regarding the strict delineation of
the two distinct categorical responses to paradoxes, since it could be argued that a defensive
response could become a sensitizing mechanism that could then lead to a more active response.
For example, in Liischer and Lewis' (2008) action research, managers at the Lego Company
responded to the period of organizational change via defensive response of splitting or

separating performing tensions as the ultimate response. Yet, the managers soon realized that
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this approach was suboptimal. Then later, through a series of sparring sessions and intervention,
the authors themselves, Liischer and Lewis's (2008), also applied splitting, but only as an
intermediate step towards acceptance, an active response. Therefore, a defensive response may
help to facilitate an active response since initially separating the tensions temporally and
spatially, helped to “generate a meaning that could accommodate contradictions” (Liischer &
Lewis, 2008, p. 232).

Responses to paradoxes may be analyzed at macro-, meso-, and micro- levels. Liischer
and Lewis (2008) consistently found that in their sample firms, the paradox of organizing was
consistently associated with the acceptance coping strategy, the paradox of belonging was
consistently associated with confrontation coping strategy, and the paradox of performing was
associated with the splitting coping strategy. While these associations are common, care should
be taken not to ascribe a one-to-one pairing of the type of paradox to the type of response. This
caution is given in light of the fact that a response to a paradox can vary based on a variety of
situational factors. Both the Liischer and Lewis (2008) and Poole and Van de Ven (1989)
studies suggested that an organization, team, or individual may experience a combination of
responses over time. Additionally, Smith and Lewis’s (2011) dynamic equilibrium model
recommended a strategy for managing paradoxes which involves a combination of both
defensive and active responses. These authors suggested that in the short-term, organizations,
teams, and individuals attempt to find synergies between competing demands and/or provide
oscillating support between elements, but in the long term accept paradoxical tensions (Smith &

Lewis, 2011).
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Vicious and Virtuous Cycles

Jarzabkowski et al. (2013) suggest that embedding defensive or active responses to
paradoxes at the macro-, meso- and micro-levels of an organization has the potential to “fuel
[the] next cycle of response to paradox” (p. 265). There are two documented “reinforcing cycles”
that result from defensive or active responses to paradoxes: the “vicious” and the “virtuous”
cycles (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 391). Following the current literature *on paradox theory, I
summarize these two reinforcing cycles below as directly resulting from repeated engagement
with either the defensive or active responses described earlier.

Theorized as “negative,” the vicious cycle augments the defensive responses to paradoxes
and does little to address paradoxical tensions (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Routinely responding to
paradoxical tensions using defensive tactics such as splitting, regression, repression, projection,
reaction formation, or ambivalence may be quick fixes that lead to temporary relief of tensions.
When defensive patterns of behavior are reinforced, then the tensions underlining the paradox
are ignored in favor of an immediate resolution. This resolution usually takes the form of an
either/or choice (Smith & Lewis, 2011). However, over time, the unaddressed tensions and the
options “not” given attention tend to resurface, and, once more, demand attention. Addressing
these renewed tensions with more defensive actions leads to the embedding of the defensive
response, thus giving rise to the vicious cycle and its negative effects (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013;
Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011). For example, Sundaramurthy and Lewis (2003) highlight

vicious cycles in their examination of collaboration—control tensions in governance. Boards and

3 Notwithstanding my decision to use the distinct categories for vicious and virtuous cycles, | question the
parameters that defines such categorizations. | submit that a mix of defensive and active responses may lead to
reinforcing cycle that is may not currently fit into either a cycle. Furthermore, under what circumstances, if any,
can defensive responses lead to a virtuous cycle? For example, it is not clear how one would categorize an
approach described in Cho et al. (2015) as “organized hypocrisy”.
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executive teams that repeatedly overemphasizes either collaboration or control; this defensive
response then exacerbated the tensions and caused other boards and executives to cling more
tightly to the opposite poles. This more forceful clinging then fuelled further defensiveness and
resulted in a downward spiral and declining organizational performance.

The vicious cycle does not result in any progress toward accepting the paradox. Rather,
the vicious cycle is recursive and even has the potential to perpetuate and unnecessarily
exacerbate paradoxical tensions (Lewis, 2000). Scholars suggest that the vicious cycle stems
from an individual’s need for consistency, both cognitively and behaviourally, and the desire to
avoid emotional anxiety. At the organizational level, vicious cycles are reinforced through
resistance to change and general organizational inertia (Smith & Lewis, 2011).

The virtuous cycle is theorized as “positive” and stands in stark contrast to the vicious
cycle: it embodies the cumulative effects of active responses to paradoxes. Active responses
emanate from the premise that multiple and contradictory elements can be valid (Jarzabkowski et
al., 2013). Typically, these active responses to paradoxical tensions include acceptance,
confrontation and transcendence.

Embedding active responses to paradox lead to the more desirable virtuous cycle, which
acknowledges that paradoxical tensions are a “natural condition of work™ (Jarzabkowski et al.,
2013, p. 249). This perspective does not force organizational actors to choose between
contradictory elements, but rather provides the setting for these actors to “consider both/and
possibilities” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 391). Thus, embedding the virtuous cycle in
organizations via recursive active responses provides the ongoing opportunity for organizational
actors to work within paradoxes and does not try to “resolve or prevent the experience of

paradox” (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013, p. 268). Scholars have suggested that at the individual level,
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the main factors that spur the virtuous response to paradoxes are “cognitive and behavioral
complexity, [and] emotional equanimity”, while “dynamic capabilities” are foster the virtuous
cycle at the organizational level (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 389).

In summary, the vicious and the virtuous cycles represent cumulative patterns of
defensive (negative) and active (positive) responses to paradoxical tensions. Prior literature has
suggested that embedding either the defensive or active responses to paradoxes has the potential
to fuel recursive cycles. On one hand, the consistent use of defensive responses to avoid
paradoxical tensions can lead to the vicious cycle. On the other hand, the consistent use of active

responses to work through paradoxical tensions can lead to the virtuous cycle.

Synthesis of Current Corporate Sustainability Research

Collectively, the foundational information provided thus far allows me to now apply
paradox theory, in a theoretically informed manner, to the management accounting space and
more specifically to the management accounting aspects of corporate sustainability. My analysis
of prominent literature at the intersection of accounting and sustainability highlight the lack of
the paradoxical theory to motivate those studies. Therefore, I move forward in this section by
focusing on the areas of management accounting that exhibit paradoxical characteristics.
Following that discussion, I identify and characterise tensions that are unique to the management
of corporate sustainability as either of the four types of paradoxes I outlined above. The
deductive and inductive processes used led me to uncover what I call the “temporal paradox of

corporate sustainability”’; which I introduce at the end of this section.
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Paradoxical Tensions in Corporate Sustainability

Paradox theory argues that organizations are complex and the pursue multiple goals that
are related to the expectations of stakeholders making multiple demands (Smith & Lewis, 2014).
The concept of corporate sustainability is rooted in the pursuit of multiple goals at societal,
organizational and individual levels. Organizations are “inherently paradoxical” (Jarzabkowski et
al., 2013, p. 245) due to their embedded complex systems that are formed to help achieve these
goals. The complexities and tensions present within an organization simultaneously pursuing
social, financial, and environmental objectives, whether constructed or inherent, make them a
useful choice through which to apply the paradox perspective to corporate sustainability in

management accounting.

Organizing Tensions in Corporate Sustainability

Organizations striving for corporate sustainability can become entangled in
interconnected and ongoing tensions as they endeavor to pursue benefits beyond economic
returns for shareholders. The framers of an organization’s responses to these tensions can
fundamentally determine the organization’s “resilience amid the turbulent and unstable macro-
societal environments in which they exist” (Audebrand, 2017, p. 374). The following section
focuses on four types of paradoxes (organizing, performing, belonging and learning) that can
affect an organization seeking to accomplish corporate sustainability goals beyond those directly
linked to financial returns. It also identifies the current typical responses to each type of tension.

As conceptualized in Figure 1, corporate sustainability has at its core the initial, ongoing,
and most fundamental tension: organizing tension. Organizing tension is rooted in the fact that
free agents come together to “organize,” or form structures, and then develop processes and

leadership protocols to which these free agents then subject their actions. The result is a
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“fundamental tension between the organizational structures that shape actions and the actions
through which organizational structures are constructed” (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013, p. 247).
Within the management literature, these tensions manifest themselves as systemic contradictions
(Benson, 1977; Clegg et al., 2002; Cyert & March, 1963). Traditionally, these contradictions are
studied as tensions between empowerment and control (Clegg et al., 2002; Liischer & Lewis,
2008; Smith & Lewis, 2011) or between exploration and exploitation (Andriopoulos & Lewis,
2009; Smith & Tushman, 2005).

Audebrand (2017) suggested that there are “inherent structural tension[s]” (p. 369) in
organizations pursuing social mission and business ventures. Some of these tensions need the
others to “sustain” their presence in the organization. As described by Audebrand (2017), these
structural tensions are paradoxical and extend to the processes and leadership of organizations
with a sustainability focus. The paradox of organizing within the corporate sustainability context
specifically addresses questions related to structure, processes, and leadership. These questions
include: How should we organize to focus on sustainable goals? What systems or processes
should we adopt to meet sustainable objectives? Who should be in control as we pursue
corporate sustainability? For corporate sustainability within the managerial context, the
organizing paradox is exemplified as tensions surrounding the organization’s control systems.
Organizational actors are faced with complex management control systems (MCS) that create
competing structural designs, varying levels of control and integration, and reinforcing processes
structured to achieve different levels of sustainable corporate outcomes.

The design and implementation of a control system within a sustainably-oriented
organization is further complicated due to these sustainability goals. Scholars have long noted

the “complex two-way relationship between [traditional] management control and strategy”
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(Crutze & Herzig, 2013, p. 169) and indeed, this relationship is now no less complicated by the
addition of sustainability control systems (SCS). Sustainability goals add complexity to MCSs
for management accountants.

Furthermore, MCSs traditionally helped organizational leaders align organizational and
behavioral structures with the “economic goals of organizations and to assist in improving
economic performance” and therefore, may not be equipped to incorporate “the interests of a
broad range of stakeholders other than shareholders and in addressing environmental and social
issues” (Gond, Grubnic, Herzig, & Moon, 2012, p. 208). The limitations of traditional MCS have
been observed by other scholars, and the need for SCS has been raised in multiple works over the
last 15 years (Bonacch & Rinaldi, 2007; Burritt & Schaltegger, 2010; Durden, 2008; Gond et al.,
2012; Herzig, Viere, Schaltegger, & Burritt, 2012; Norris & O’Dwyer, 2004). This conflict
among the MCS and SCS is evidence of the organizing paradox within corporate sustainability.

Another source of paradoxical tensions unique to sustainability relates to the level of
integration between MCS and SCS. Gond et al. (2012) sought to provide typologies and clarify
the relationship between MCS and SCS and their relation to strategy. Gond et al. (2012)
suggested that ideally, there should be a high level of integration between SCS and traditional
MCS and a tight coupling of these systems with organizational strategy. Other scholars, such as
Porter and Kramer (2006) and Crutze and Herzig (2013), have also suggested that SCS be fully
integrated into traditional MCS. In fact, conventional wisdom suggests that more integration of
environmental and social issues into traditional MCS would better support strategic integration
of sustainability throughout an organization (Crutze & Herzig, 2013). More recently, however,
Hahn, Figge, Pinkse, and Preuss (2017) questioned the benefits of fully integrating MCS and

SCS systems and strategies.
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Typical Reponses to Organizing Tensions

The dominant paradigm for most organizations is a financial one, even in organizations
seeking corporate sustainability. Ditillo and Lisi (2016) studied the implementation of SCS
across multiple organizations and concluded that the integration of the SCSs was “constrained by
existing [organizational] structures and processes”(p. 143). These organizational structures are
configured to prioritize the financial implications of addressing social and environmental
concerns (Gao & Bansal, 2013). Separating the tensions caused by questions of sustainability is
an example of the splitting defensive response (Lewis & Smith, 2014; Smith & Lewis, 2011).
This response could take the form of separating the SCS and MCS completely or separating the
dimensions of the sustainability construct so as to prioritize the financial and only “reinforce
their distinctiveness” (Lewis & Smith, 2014, p. 124) at the expense of their wholeness. Splitting
then leads to reaction formation: in this case, organizing control processes and structures around
the financial dimension of corporate sustainability.

Prioritizing the traditional MCS or trying to fully integrate SCS into existing MCS is a
defensive response to organizing tension because it does not address the tensions. More
specifically, I view this action as regression. In paradox theory, regression is typified by
resorting to understandings of processes and procedures that were used before (Jarzabkowski et
al., 2013; Lewis & Smith, 2014; W. Smith & Lewis, 2011). The objective of the regression
response is to avoid the tensions by returning to a pre-tension state (Lewis & Smith, 2014).
Contextually, this response to the sustainability paradox of organizing would equate to attempts

to return the organization to a period when the sustainability demands were not salient.
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Performing Tensions in Corporate Sustainability

The performing paradox is usually visible at the micro-level when individuals are
required to perform multiple functions to fulfill their obligations to their organization
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Liischer & Lewis, 2008). Within corporate sustainability, performing
tension arises for individuals when an organization acknowledges stakeholders’ varying demands
on the organization. These multiple demands are often reflected in the way the organization
measures and reports performance at strategic and operational levels. Accounting measures form
the basis of performance measurement and reporting, and performance measurement systems are
the purview of the management accountant (Speziale & Klovien¢, 2014). Therefore the
management accountants’ performing tensions in corporate sustainability relate to managing
performance and achieving multiple goals across the dimensions of sustainability.

Beyond reporting on sustainable activities, management accountants are also “business
partners” (Goretzki & Messner, 2018; Horton & Wanderley, 2018) and thus are a part of the
“strategic, visionary and creative” teams responsible for “decision-making with the
organization’s management body” (Speziale & Klovien¢, 2014, p. 636). In decision-making
roles, some of the questions addressed by management accountants include: How can
performance measurement systems (PMS) help to effectively capture and report sustainability?
Which performance indicators should be used? What, if any, weight should be applied to the
selected indicators? In response to these and other questions, some of the tension-filled issues for
management accountants in corporate sustainability settings relate to the measurement of
financial, social, and environmental goals. In general, an individual’s performance on financial
goals are easier to measure due to their quantitative nature, whereas their performance on more

subjective social and environmental goals are more difficult to measure.
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Typical Responses to Performing Tensions

In response to performing tensions, usually “managers seek immediate financial gains
from their social and environmental investments, rather than embracing the tension among the
economic, social and environmental elements”(Gao & Bansal, 2013, p. 241). These short-term
financial gains are usually directly linked to performance measures produced by the management
accountant using control systems. The control systems generally use instrumental rationality
calculations to measure success—usually in short-term and narrow financial measures such as
return on investments (ROI), return on assets (ROA), and earnings per share (EPS). These
performance measures are also used by organizations focusing on sustainable investments. This
view is shared by Hahn and Figge (2011) as they suggest that “corporate sustainability to date
does not measure up... it systematically subordinates environmental and social issues under
economic outcomes as it is still rooted in the conventional notion of corporate profitability and
bounded instrumentality” (p. 326).

In practicing this bounded instrumentality, organizations and their actors primarily
employ either a win-win or trade-off approach to sustainability (Van der Byl & Slawinski, 2015).
Those employing win-win strategies will only measure and reward sustainable actions that yield
positive financial results, while those employing trade-offs will occasionally accept and reward
performance that yields small financial losses to achieve some level of corporate sustainability
(Van der Byl & Slawinski, 2015). These performance-related responses undermine the
performing paradox in corporate sustainability by subordinating the social and environmental
dimensions to the financial through the use of financially oriented performance measures. In the
context of the performing paradox in corporate sustainability, this prioritization of financial

measures is categorized as reaction formation. This excessive alignment with any one pole of the
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paradox (financial dimension) is the most conflictual of the responses and often leads to more
“spiraling conflict and vicious” cycles (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013, p. 249).

Evidence of the ambivalent reaction to the performing paradox in corporate
sustainability. In the management and psychology literature, the ambivalent reaction is
characterized by a “lukewarm” reaction to paradoxical tensions. In corporate sustainability,
lukewarm reactions are exemplified by “balancing” performance measures: assigning equal
weight to performance measures in the three dimensions of corporate sustainability. In the
sustainability literature, this response is known as the integrative approach and seeks to combat
the heavy focus on financial measures (Van der Byl & Slawinski, 2015). The integrative
response avoids tensions by treating each measure equally. While this response is considered less

conflictual, it is also posited to ultimately lead to vicious cycles in corporate sustainability.

Belonging Tensions in Corporate Sustainability

Liischer and Lewis (2008) suggest that the ongoing tensions between ones’ identity and
the various roles they fulfill constitutes the belonging tensions. Research documents that
management accountants struggle with the issue of work identity and role conflicts ( Daoust &
Malsch, 2019; Foreman & Whetten, 2002; Gendron & Spira, 2010; Haynes, 2008; Keating &
Jablonsky, 1991). Beyond documenting its existence, scholars also have studied the effects of
identity and role conflicts at individual, group, and organizational levels. Based on a review of
the extant literature focusing on management accounting and identity, Horton and Wanderley
(2018) concluded that role and identity conflicts may have “detrimental effects ... on both

individuals and organizations” (p. 42).

While traditionally the management accountant’s role was that of “bean-counter,” their

role has recently evolved into that of “business partner” (Horton & Wanderley, 2018). Each of
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these roles has different sets of expectations related to management accountants’ levels of
involvement in business operations and decision-making. In their scorekeeping, policing, and
reporting role as a “bean-counter,” management accountants are expected to be “impartial and
independent monitors of fiscal performance, with a particular emphasis on cost-control”
(Hopper, 1980). In contrast, in their value creation and business improvement role as a “business

partner,” management accountants are expected to be more involved and less independent.

The shift in the management accountant’s role to that of business partner has been shown
to add uncertainty and ambiguity tensions within the organization (Goretzki & Messner, 2018;
Horton & Wanderley, 2018). At the group, or meso, level, management accountants, as business
partners, are often compared to the operations managers. Internally, that relationship is “not
naturally peaceful, stable and easy-going” (Morales & Lambert; 2013, p. 230). At the
organizational level, management accountants face role uncertainties, which confronts them
“with new, unclear or even conflicting meanings and expectations regarding their skills and
tasks” (Goretzki & Messner, 2018, p. 17). Furthermore, there are unresolved tensions
surrounding organizational success for an accountant-as-business partner. In fact, Goretzki and
Messner (2018) acknowledged that the management accountant’s perceived success or failure at
“establishing a business partner identity is predominantly in the relationship to operational
managers” ( p. 2).

The two types of management accountant roles are intensified by the addition of
sustainability reporting and disclosure job functions. However, feelings of conflict are expected
to be more prevalent in their business partner role. Deciding which sustainability measures to
include and which reporting formats to adopt can create potentially irreconcilable tensions.

Furthermore, producing sustainability reports that satisfy all stakeholders continues to pose a
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problem for management accountants (Gray, 2019). These unsettled sustainability-related issues
fuel the paradox of belonging in the sustainability context. Gray (2019) concluded that pursuing
corporate sustainability beyond the financial dimension “can challenge an individual’s sense of
self” (identity) and “their place in society” (role); and can “instil[1] sensations of hopelessness
and futility” (p. 40). Gray (2019) proposed that fully understanding corporate sustainability and
the individual’s role in that process would keep us all from “sleeping at night” (p. 48).

These multiple roles and identities are not discrete constructs; they appear simultaneously
and influence one another. Management accountants often face conflicting demands for
independence and involvement, often at the same time. Lambert and Sponem (2012) referred to
management accountants in their roles as wearing two hats “at the same time, one requiring a
degree of involvement with affiliated management and the other a degree of independence from
the same” (p. 568). Since management accountants’ varying roles can be conflictual, Lambert
and Sponem (2012) questioned whether management accountants could wear both hats
“effectively” (p. 568).

Belonging paradoxes in the form of role or identity conflicts are undesirable (Carollo &
Guerci, 2018; Goretzki & Messner, 2018; Horton & Wanderley, 2018). As outlined previously,
in corporate sustainability and accounting, the belonging paradox presents itself as persistent
tensions between the various roles and identities that the management accountant faces. An
identity conflict occurs whenever the “values, beliefs, norms and demands” (Ashforth & Mael,
1989, p. 29) associated with (or claimed by) one identity conflict with those of another identity.
The extant literature suggests that there are often “detrimental, effects of identity conflicts on
both individuals and organizations (Fiol et al., 2009; Golden-Biddle & Rao, 1997; Voss et al.,

2006).
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Typical Responses to Belonging Tensions

The dominant Western goal is for the unified self to be reconciled to the organization’s
expectations of their roles (Carollo & Guerci, 2018; Goretzki & Messner, 2018; Horton &
Wanderley, 2018). The concept of the unified self is the predominant paradigm in academic
research on role and identity (Beech, Gilmore, Hibbert, & Ybema, 2016; Carollo & Guerci,
2018; Hartman, 2015). As such, much of the academic currency in the area of identity has been
dedicated to “solving” or “resolving” the “problem” of conflicts present in an individual’s
construction of self. This resolution-oriented process is aimed at producing a sense of
“coherence” to help secure identity claims (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002, p.626). Brown’s (2015)
work suggested that “identity work is undertaken in pursuit of coherent identities” (p. 27). In this
view, those struggling with identity issues are conceived of as working toward firmer identity
positioning (Beech, Gilmore, Hibbert, & Ybema, 2016). A person moves toward a unified sense
of identity by making “certain sets of actions look more natural, reasonable, appropriate or
valued than others,” The adopted sets of actions “eventually guides the focal actor's decision-
making” (Goretzki & Messner, 2018, p. 3).

To avoid the tensions arising from different roles and identities, and to mitigate their
negative effects on the individual and organization, conventional wisdom and organizational
practices suggest reconciliation. Horton and Wanderley (2018) posited that the management
accountants’ desires to be more engaged in business activities, including sustainability related
actions, are perceived as “meddlesome and intrusive,” and as a result, “management accountants
are sometimes forced to reconcile their own desires for greater business involvement with
managerial resistance to participatory actions” (p. 42).

This reconciliation is developed based on the dominant business case paradigm and

instructs organizational actors to “constrain” multiple identities in favor of the greater
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organizational good, based on commercialism, bureaucracy, and financial gain (Byrne & Pierce,
2007; Morales & Lambert, 2013). This recommended reconciliation approach is related to the
defensive response to paradoxes known as repression. Organizational actors who respond to role
and identity paradoxes through repression usually ignore, block, or deny the tensions they
experience when their roles and identities do not align perfectly (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013;
Lewis & Smith, 2014). While reconciliation may appear to work in the short-term, it is a
temporary fix that leads to what Lewis and Smith (2014) referred to as a vicious cycle (see

Figure 1).

Learning Tensions in Corporate Sustainability

Organizations are dynamic and complex entities that need to re-assess their objectives,
make adjustments to previous orientations, and be responsive to internal and external
stakeholders to survive. In short, organizations need to “learn” in order to exist. According to
Argyris and Schon (1996), organizational learning constitutes a change in the behavior of the
organizational members that is triggered by a change in the underlying “theory in use” by the
organization. Viewed from a paradoxical perspective, tensions are caused by the simultaneous
existence of “old” and “new” theories. In fact, the tension between exploration and exploitation
is one of the most studied learning paradoxes in management and organization research
(Jarzabkowski & Fenton, 2006; Jarzabkowski et al., 2013). Organizational learning becomes
paradoxical when the organization’s beliefs and assumptions fail to keep pace with contextual
change (Lewis, 2000; Ozanne et al., 2016).

Organizational learning is an interactive process characterized by “emotional, relational
and political complexities and contradictions of learning” (Vince, 2018, p. 279). Learning

tensions present themselves as organizations “change, renew, and innovate”’(W. Smith & Lewis,
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2011, p. 383). Organizational learning is demonstrated through changes in behavior. Drawing
inspiration from Argyris and Schon (1996), and socio-psychological literature that emphasizes
the link between learning and behavior, Siebenhiiner and Arnold (2007), who worked at the
intersection of organizational learning and sustainable development, crafted a definition for
sustainability-oriented learning within organizations. Those scholars defined sustainability-
oriented learning as a “process where organizations display behavioural changes that are
attributable to a change in the knowledge and value base as a result of reflexive processes, and
where the concept of sustainability served as a fundamental framework” (Siebenhiiner & Arnold,
2007, p. 342). This definition adds the dimension of tension to organizational learning by
stipulating the need for a “sustainability framework.” Learning in the sustainability context is
particularly paradoxical given the multiple perspectives and the “ vagueness and multiple facets
of the sustainability concept” (Siebenhiiner & Arnold, 2007, p. 342). Sustainability learning
requires organizational actors to “learn to deal with high levels of uncertainty, [multiple] time
horizons and the interaction of ecological, social and economic systems as well as multi-level

thinking to link local, regional and global perspectives (Siebenhiiner, 2005).

Typical Responses to Learning Tensions

In response to the challenges of organizational learning, actors experience a
“discomforting tug-of-war” and often respond “defensively” (Vince, 2018, p. 275). This
response is typically characterized by “clinging to the pole that supports their preferred priorities,
skills, and routines” (Lewis & Smith, 2014, p. 135). In the context of sustainability, the defensive
response to learning appears as maintaining a status quo that favors the finan