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Abstract: 

Research agencies face significant challenges due to strategic paradoxes resulting in deviating from 

intended to emergent strategies. These paradoxes emerge due to the necessity of coordinating 

conflicting yet interconnected factors. The study investigated strategic management paradoxes from the 

viewpoint of research agencies to unpack factors that challenge strategic decisions of research agencies 

while maximising research impact and maintaining scientific rigour within expected timelines. This 

research seeks to provide and improve research agencies' ability to achieve sustainable effects in a 

complex environment and how they might balance the conflicting demands and ensure consistency and 

change. The study adopted a qualitative research method using in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

with research agency leaders. Purposive sampling was used to select participants with eighteen 

participants sampled (N=18). Findings suggest that research agencies experience challenges due to 

the rapid changes in the environment in which they operate. Strict rules in decision-making which do not 

consider the unpredictability of the environment were also identified, resulting in difficulties in research 

project implementation. Flexibility is recommended within agencies to allow the emergent strategy to 

emerge when researchers experience challenges related to the intended plan. This can assist 

researchers in implementing meaningful and impactful research. This paper contributes to the broader 

body of knowledge and guidance on the management of strategy paradoxes within research-led 

agencies.  
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Introduction 

In the current environment marked by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA) and BANI 

(Brittle, Anxious, non-linear, and incomprehensible), research agencies face strategic dilemmas that 

affect their operational efficiency. As a result, the global environment, strategic planning, and 

implementation have become very complex in all areas of our lives and all industries and sectors in our 

societies. Therefore, strategic paradoxes have become a significant concern in most organisations, 

including research agencies, requiring clear communication and flexible strategic decision-making (Alvi 

& Carsrud, 2017). Louw and Venter (2011) concur that businesses face rapid environmental changes 

with increased factors that challenge their strategic choices. Generally, strategic management is a set 

of decisions and actions resulting from formulating, implementing, and controlling strategies, wherein 

decisions are formulated to achieve organisational goals.  

The paper explores strategic paradoxes related to intended and emergent strategies in the context of a 

research agency in South Africa. The mandate of research agencies includes applying for research 

grants aimed at understanding business challenges and providing solutions, including contributing to 

policies. However, when these organisations execute their mandate and implement the planned 

projects, they are usually met with problems and challenges. These challenges may occur due to delays 

in approvals to commence and implement the research projects, lack of resources and personnel, 

unaligned organisational policies and culture with environmental changes, and inflexibility in decision-

making, which results in research project failure or project not implemented in a manner that the 

researchers intended. A study by Alhosseiny (2023) revealed that organisations such as research 

agencies face strategic challenges due to environmental change, necessitating improved strategic 

thinking. Besides, the strategic paradox is a challenge that requires decision makers such as leaders or 

management to strengthen communication with other staff members, especially before decisions are 

made. 

This paper adopted Mintzberg's definition of strategic management, distinguishing between emergent 

versus intended/planned strategy (Mintzberg, 2005; Mintzberg & Laasch, 2020). Further, Lucas et al. 

(2023) argue that one way to deal with conflict posed by strategic paradoxes and to navigate the delicate 

balance is to consider embracing ambiguity and accepting the possibility of risk. Therefore, the tension 

between maintaining defined strategic objectives and responding to unexpected circumstances can lead 

to significant operational challenges, including project delays and budget inconsistencies (Rasche, 

2007). The research agencies are assigned a dual objective of optimising research impact and 

sustaining scientific rigour, frequently resulting in strategic challenges. Therefore, VUCA (volatile, 

uncertain, complex, and ambiguous) in which these agencies function requires a flexible strategy for 

planning and execution (Alhosseiny, 2023). The paper aims to address the following questions: what is 
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a strategic paradox in the context of a research organisation, what is the relationship between intended 

and emergent strategies. Furthermore, the paper also interrogated the questions; what is the impact of 

intended and emergent strategies on decision-making in research organisations and how do managers 

achieve balance and flexibility in achieving the intended strategy while allowing for the emergent strategy 

to surface. 

Literature Review 

This section presents theoretical literature as well as the empirical literature review. 

Theoretical Literature 

This paper adopted the Distinguishing Among Organizational Tensions (DAOT) Framework. The 

selected theory offers an extensive structure to understand and deal with diverse organisational 

conflicting demands, including paradoxes related to intended and emergent strategies. The theory 

provides significant insights into how organisations can effectively traverse the challenges posed by 

complex and frequently competing demands.  

Paradox refers to contradictory yet interconnected aspects that work together within a broader system. 

The dualities presented as A and B in Figure 1 below suggest that there are divisions between these 

pieces, how they differ and support a formal structure that promotes simplistic thinking and emphasises 

disparities (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Further, dialectics become paradoxical when the conflicting and 

interconnected relationship between assertion and antithesis persists over time. Besides, synthesis 

emphasises the commonalities among elements. However, this assimilation will not last long if important 

distinctions are ignored. Their distinct characteristics are necessary because any combination eventually 

leans towards one element over another (i.e., C and D maintain fundamental aspects of A and B, 

respectively) (Smith & Lewis, 2011:388). This paper argues that employing the DAOT Model will facilitate 

a methodical examination of the contradictions, dualities, and tensions underpinning an organisation's 

strategic decisions. Nonetheless, tensions may arise if the agencies pursue new ideas, while paradoxes 

exist that may affect long-term research initiatives. Consequently, analysing and clarifying these 

tensions may provide a strong understanding of the fundamental factors that affect the environment. 

Besides, the DAOT Model has a huge potential to present tactics for effectively managing tensions, 

fostering organisational flexibility, and harnessing paradoxes as opportunities for innovation and 

competitive advantage (Putnam et al., 2016). Therefore, this paper emphasises the adoption of the 

DAOT Model to understand intended and emergent strategies to realise the research agency's goal. In 

addition, it can enable the agency to comprehend and effectively handle the unavoidable conditions and 

conflicting objectives that hinder the organisation's success and achievement of its goal.  
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Figure 1: Distinguishing Among Organisational Tensions (DAOT) (Source: (Smith & Lewis, 2011:387) 

Empirical Literature Review 

Paradoxes 

“Most strategies are built on specific beliefs about the future. Unfortunately, the future is deeply 

unpredictable. Worse, the requirement of breakthrough success demands implementing strategies in 

ways that make it impossible to adapt should the future not turn out as expected. The result is the 

Strategic paradox: strategies with the greatest possibility of success also have the greatest possibility 

of failure. Resolving this paradox requires a new way of thinking about strategy and uncertainty.” 

(Raynor, 2007:1).  

A paradox can be defined as ‘persistent contradictions between interdependent elements' (Schad et al., 

2016:10). Strategic paradoxes are inconsistencies and conflicts that emerge in intricate organisational 

settings, especially in research institutions where they navigate different complexities. Moreover, 
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strategic paradoxes can be challenging, necessitating acknowledging ambiguities and consistency in 

environmental discrepancies (Bøe-Lillegraven & Wilberg, 2016). As a result, managing strategic 

paradoxes is important for any institution to understand its environment's complexity and make sound 

decisions. Moreover, strategic research is essential to optimise the effective utilisation of resources, 

including time, resources and impact. This is accomplished by intentionally aligning methodological 

choices with the research questions' specific demands and the study context's unique attributes. 

Therefore, with proper planning, scientists can optimise the efficacy of their research and the overall 

integrity and provide comprehensive and robust significance of research findings (Ogrean, 2016).  

The advantages of understanding strategic paradoxes in any institution are as follows: 

1. Strategic paradoxes push institutions such as research agencies to delve into objectives 

contradicting one another, resulting in creative methods and improved organisational 

performance (Glińska-Neweś et al., 2020). 

2. By developing the capacity to acknowledge and resolve inconsistencies and contradictions, 

organisations can enhance the quality of their strategic decisions by managing such a 

phenomenon (Bøe-Lillegraven & Wilberg, 2016).  

3. Institutions that accept that paradoxes exist can manage strategic contradictions and be 

more prepared to deal with complex environmental dynamics. For example, research is 

normally implemented within community settings; therefore, researchers can experience 

complexities they do not have control over (He et al., 2024).  

Strategic Research 

Strategic planning is a methodical and deliberate process of making crucial decisions and taking actions 

that define and direct an organisation's purpose, activities, rationale, or any other body (Bryson et al., 

2018). Further, it is frequently a component of strategic management, which involves the continuous 

integration of strategic project planning and implementation. In the research context, strategic research 

is an essential component that entails deliberately choosing and combining study techniques to examine 

diverse phenomena and generate valuable knowledge. Therefore, it allows researchers to optimise the 

success and consequently achieve the overall research quality and impact of the study results (Stoecker 

& Avila, 2021). Further, strategic research enables the incorporation of several methodologies. For 

example, qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches, to produce complete and nuanced 

insights into the phenomena (Santos et al., 2022). Therefore, with improper strategic research, the 

researcher can under-explore phenomena in research processes and often overlook paradoxes, 

resulting in project failure. According to Gao and Zheng (2018), guidelines of research institutions 

demand exceptional research performance, placing significant strain on individual researchers, mainly 

due to their involvement in multiple projects. However, strategic research enables the identification of 
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emerging trends and potential possibilities ahead of others, enabling research institutions to foster 

development and maintain a competitive edge (Whittington, 2006, 2017). Moreover, emergent strategy 

is the technique that is used due to unpredictability and recognising the complexity of environmental 

situations. It incorporates an unambiguous goal or identity and involves developing a strategy that 

balances structure and quick change by adopting flexibility and adaptability approaches. Further, it 

focuses on proactively responding to external changes (Amason & Ward, 2020). In contrast, the 

emergent strategy is well recognised, but not much research has been done that has focused on 

understanding the emergent strategy process (Mirabeau & Maguire, 2014). 

Deliberate, Emergent and Realised Strategies  

To fully comprehend strategic paradoxes, it is crucial to understand strategic planning, 

including intended, emergent, and realised strategy. Institutions use strategies to generate value, 

maintain competitiveness, and achieve long-term objectives (Khalifa, 2008). Figure 2 below is a 

diagrammatical presentation of the strategy continuum framework which explains the interplay between 

deliberate and emergent strategies. Deliberate, emergent, and realised strategies constitute different 

techniques for developing strategic plans. Intended strategies are an institution's purposeful and 

planned efforts to achieve organisational objectives. In the context of this paper, the intended strategy 

can assist researchers in achieving efficient, ethical research outcomes (Havenvid et al., 2017b). These 

strategies are usually established using a structured planning procedure. 

In contrast, emergent strategies relate to the actions that occur spontaneously and without deliberation 

planning in response to evolving conditions (Ogrean, 2016). Bøe-Lillegraven and Wilberg (2016) stated 

that while designed strategies are significant, emergent strategies can improve flexibility and 

responsiveness, enabling agencies to take advantage of new opportunities and tackle unexpected 

conditions. Further, McGee (2010) suggests that a realised strategy is a combination of goals and 

emergence, influenced by the level of demand from the external environment.  

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.558
https://www.wr-publishing.org/


International Journal of Applied Research in Business and Management (ISSN: 2700-8983) 

an Open Access journal by Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany. 

Volume: 07 Issue: 04 Year: 2026 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.558   

 

 

 

Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany – The Open Access Publisher. 

More information and current publishing opportunities at wr-publishing.org 

Figure 2: Strategies deliberate and emergent strategy continuum framework (Source: (Mintzberg, 
1987:14) 

Strategic planning is a critical component of management studies that includes identifying opportunities 

and formulating plans to attain organisational goals (Tapera, 2014). Therefore, we argue that intended, 

deliberate, and realised strategies are distinct methods of strategic planning, each with limitations.  

Methods and Data 

Sampling 

Purposive sampling was used to sample study participants. Eighteen (N=18) senior managers, who are 

also researchers and have a great understanding of strategy regarding planning and implementing 

research projects as well as the challenges they deal with daily due to the unpredictable environments 

they operate in were sampled. The participants were chosen due to their understanding and knowledge 

of the investigated phenomenon. 

Data Collection 

The main tool that was used to collect primary data was semi-structured in-depth interviews. This 

method was deemed the most appropriate since not much is known about the issue, the phenomenon, 

or the context (Islam & Aldaihani, 2022). The interviews were conducted with the sampled managers 

and lasted between 40 minutes to 1 hour. Before conducting individual interviews, a pilot study was 

conducted to detect and eliminate possible flaws. In addition, the in-depth interviews were audio 

recorded with consent from participants. 
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Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis was employed to analyse the data using NVivo software. The data was divided into 

themes and categories based on participants' responses. This was guided by Braun and Clarke (2006) 

thematic analysis process, including identifying, analysing, organising, describing, and reporting themes 

found within the data. 

Potential Constraints and Biases of Research Design 

The study adopted purposive sampling using senior managers (N=18) which suits the qualitative 

research methodology. However, there are some constraints considered: Homogeneity of Role 

Perspective: Participants shared similar professional roles which could limit the diversity of the 

participants views and may lead to convergent narratives. 

Limitations of the Study 

The study was conducted in South African research agencies operating in a developing country and 

guided by government-led policy directives and with resource constraints. This has a huge influence on 

strategic paradoxes, for example: bureaucratic approval processes contributing to lack of funding 

opportunities and constant changes in government policies. The limitations are not necessarily the case 

in the Global North or within privately funded institutions. However, the study provides critical preliminary 

insights into the experience of managing strategic paradoxes within the framework of research-led 

organizations in a developing country. 

Results and Discussion  

The following themes emerged from the study: 

1. Open and transparent communication in decision-making is critical in dealing with the 

intended and emergent strategy. 

2. Flexible decision-making to deal with rapid environmental change to improve the 

implementation of intended strategies.  

3. Flexible decision-making to improve research impact. 

4. Aligning organisational policies, culture, and demands to avoid strategic implementation 

failure.  

Open and Transparent Communication in Decision-Making is the Key to Dealing 

With the Intended and Emergent Strategy 

The findings revealed that effective decision-making communication is crucial to dealing with strategic 

paradoxes and fostering commitment to strategic goals among personnel. It was also highlighted that 
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researchers communicate and clarify the intended research strategies and challenges they encounter 

during the implementation process, resulting in emergent strategies.  As a result, leadership or decision 

makers will use the platform for strategic meetings known as *‘Lekgotla’ (which means meeting in the 

Sesotho language), which includes everyone in the research agency. In the South African organisational 

context, a Lekgotla is rooted in traditional community engagement practices, where open dialogue, 

collective participation, and consensus building are emphasised. Therefore, when adopted within 

corporate settings, it fosters inclusive communication, strengthens transparency, trust, and inclusive 

decision-making through participatory engagement rather than hierarchical authority. 

Some of the participants stated the following: 

“We are using the Lekgotla as a platform for direct interaction, encouraging communication and 

addressing concerns about the paradoxes of strategic research, as well as difficulties encountered by 

the departments arising from strict policies.” 

“We are not always kept in the loop because we are not in the Head office. Sometimes decisions 

regarding the policies are made in the head office without giving other staff members a chance to include 

their input as they are the ones who face difficulties when it is time to go to the field for the research 

implementation process.” 

The findings of this study are consistent with the literature, which suggests that the intended strategy 

refers to the process applied by the organisation to construct a specific organisation plan to guide the 

institution toward attaining its objectives. Hence, communicating the intended strategy with all 

employees is crucial to promote smooth implementation (Havenvid et al., 2017a). This was supported 

by David et al. (2013), who found that the strategic planning process includes communicating with all 

employees to allow smooth implementation and achievement of the organisation’s or research project 

objectives 

Flexible Decision-Making to Deal With Rapid Environmental Change to Improve 

Implementation of Intended Strategies 

Some participants gave insight into the effects of environmental demands and change, which resulted 

in changes in the original plan. In addition, several participants stated that they sometimes experience 

difficulties in continuing project work, given organizational processes that delayed or hampered project 

implementation. In addition, participants highlighted that, at times, they struggled to proceed with the 

project work due to organisational processes that delayed or hindered the successful implementation of 

projects. As a result, the strategic plan changes regularly due to the nature of the research agency. 

These changes are due to environmental changes, often affecting project timelines and deliverables. 

Participants also reported that external and/or internal factors affect intended plans, whether project-
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related or department-related, which put pressure on staff. As a result, the researcher works in a state 

of anxiety due to expectations from local and foreign funding sources, including changes in government 

mandates, which always occur after the initial strategy has begun. Participants explained as follows: 

“The intended plan constantly changes as one of our agency mandates is to implement research 

projects to influence policies and improve community needs. However, we struggle to implement 

emergent strategies due to unavoidable environmental changes, sometimes affecting our project 

timelines and deliverables.” 

“Our daily lives revolve around the changes requiring flexibility in decision-making. The project 

environment evolves all the time. At times, funders seek new things that were not initially intended.” 

“The external environment is hard to anticipate, so one of our responsibilities is to apply for research 

grants as part of our performance. Nevertheless, even if we put in the best effort mostly, it is difficult to 

get funding because of organisation policies making it difficult to compete for funding. I believe that 

flexibility in decision-making plays a critical role, especially when we encounter problems that need 

urgent changes in the intended plan to achieve the project's goals.” 

The findings align with Rasche (2007), who articulated that an organisation's surroundings or 

environment may be under pressure when it confronts quick changes in its strategic plan.  Further,  these 

conditions necessitate immediate actions to prevent project failure.  Raynor (2007) asserts that the 

organization's internal and external factors, which contradict expectations, present considerable 

obstacles and generally result in complexity and difficulties. Furthermore, environmental changes 

impose considerable pressure, requiring a flexible approach to leverage potential opportunities and 

sustainability. Therefore, instead of trying to remove, deny, or solve contradictions, leaders and 

managers may learn how to develop adaptive responses to paradoxes (Berti & Cunha, 2023). 

Flexible Decision-Making to Improve Research Impact 

The participants highlighted the importance of clear communication channels. In addition, they revealed 

that organisational culture is inflexible, where employees are expected to work on different projects even 

if they do not have the capacity, resulting in frustration and resentment. However, others pointed out that 

they try to lead by example to improve employee performance and trust. Yaffe and Kark (2011) concur 

that many leadership theories acknowledge the need to lead by example or be a role model for effective 

leadership to inspire employees towards a shared objective. Participants stated the following: 

“I think leading by example is the right way of doing things. I always try to meet with my staff and keep 

the communication channel open, but this is not the case for all leaders. The organisation has a lot of 

demand due to many research projects; staff ends up frustrated because of the organisation's 

expectations.” 
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“Policies in the organisation are too demanding; they don’t allow flexibility. We have no choice but to 

have one person involved in different projects. This causes a lot of problems and frustrations for staff.” 

“Our organisational culture is very different. The important thing is meeting the targets; they are not 

interested in how we achieve them, considering strict rules.  In addition, we have processes that take 

longer while waiting for manpower to achieve set targets.” 

The participants mentioned that when dealing with continuous changes in the department, relaxing 

certain demands, allowing flexibility to accommodate new plans, and maintaining a good relationship 

with the staff can be beneficial. These findings are consistent with the view of Gardner et al. (2005); 

Higgins and Tang (2024), who states that organisational transparency and openness result in trust, 

allowing leaders to deal with issues related to change and strategies. Therefore, when the organisation 

is dealing with an emergent strategy, the leaders must communicate why changes are made to promote 

trust. This sentiment was emphasised by Malik et al. (2016), who also articulated that it is the 

responsibility of the decision-makers to communicate with employees regarding the organisation's 

objectives while allowing their input to maintain smooth implementation and creativity and promote 

strategic direction in the organisation. In addition, an organisation's commitment to high performance 

can be achieved by emphasising flexibility, resulting in increased employee productivity or performance 

(Ramendran et al., 2013).  

Aligning Organisational Policies, Culture, and Demands to Avoid Strategic 

Implementation Failure 

Participants revealed that they often experienced unfavourable results when confronted with the 

demands of their internal organisational environment. Some participants indicated that they felt a lack 

of support and empathy from the organisation when unreasonable demands and pressure were placed 

upon them. Furthermore, participants mentioned that these set targets place them under strain and 

foster conflict between departments. Therefore, senior staff are expected to enforce organisational 

targets on their subordinates despite being aware that it is difficult to achieve them. Participants 

mentioned the following: 

“For example, you can put forward that your department needs ten (10) staff members to achieve the 

department target. However, HR will tell you that there is no money to pay salaries for those people, yet 

the target remains the same” 

“We should try to develop a culture where staff members feel like they are considered when decisions 

are made and communicated to allow staff members to include their input.” 

Participants also reported that they often have their various departments' intended plans; however, they 

must be modified to fit the emergent strategies. As a result, the organisation does not support their 
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department's intended strategy or plan as they mostly feel pressure on them, leaving them without any 

support or space to meet those demands. The culture of the organisation can negatively or positively 

influence the intended and emergent strategies in the organisation. This is in line with Lies (2012), who 

suggested that the organisation's culture can motivate employees, control decision-making, and guide 

how resources are allocated to support intended and emergent strategy. Further, the findings were 

consistent with findings from Nderitu et al. (2021), who revealed that organisational culture can affect 

strategic implementation.  

Conclusion 

The paper explores the strategy paradox challenges encountered by research agencies as they operate 

in an unpredictable environment. Understanding and acknowledging strategic contradictions as a critical 

component of the strategic plan is important. The paper argues that planned strategies provide a 

foundation to guide the organization’s objectives. Further, the ability to adapt and implement emergent 

strategies is essential for research agencies to sustain effectiveness while operating in a rapidly 

changing environment.  Therefore, these require a flexible approach to strategic development and 

execution. Consequently, we reaffirm the importance of developing a culture of open communication 

and effective alignment between the intended plan and the emerging realities. Likewise, by addressing 

these tensions, research agencies can effectively manage the intricacies of strategic decision-making. 

Hence, handling strategic paradoxes can yield innovative solutions and enhance performance as 

agencies balance conflicting demands. 

Recommendations 

This paper is significant and contributes to knowledge of how research agencies should be managed to 

contribute to sustainable research impact. The results indicate that firms should foster a culture 

prioritising flexibility in decision-making. This required a paradigm shift in leadership and the 

development of structures that respond quicker to evolving project conditions. We propose that research 

agencies improve their decision-making mechanism to allow flexibility to adapt to change.  As a result, 

we recommend that these organisations require transformative leadership that can adapt swiftly to 

changing conditions. We conclude by suggesting that research agencies can improve how they handle 

uncertainty, adjust to change, and attain a lasting competitive edge by acknowledging and dealing with 

these strategic contradictions. Therefore, this paper offers valuable insights for leaders and managers 

of research agencies to successfully confront strategic paradoxes and enhance organisational success 

in a rapidly changing and competitive setting. 
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